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The study’s purpose was to explore social emotional supports in place at the time 
of this study through North Dakota public elementary school counseling programs, to 
give attention to the North Dakota Multi-Tiered System of Supports in Social Emotional 
Learning (NDMTSS-SEL) initiative’s implementation, and to understand perspectives on 
early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  Education in North Dakota is 
guided by the North Dakota Century Code (NDCC) Title 15.1 statutes.  In October of 
2019, the North Dakota Legislative Interim Education Committee discussed a need to 
review and revise these statutes (North Dakota Legislative Branch, 2019).  Within the 
North Dakota Century Code, in Chapter 15.1-06 on schools, Section 19 describes a 
requirement for counselor positions in prekindergarten through Grade 12 schools, 
“Beginning with the 2010-11 school year, each school district must have available one 
full-time equivalent counselor for every three hundred students in grades seven through 
twelve” (N.D. Cent. Code, n.d., Section 15.1-06-19, para. 1).  The researcher conducted a 
qualitative study to gather perceptions on reviewing, revising and making 
recommendations for updating this statute.  Participants included elementary school 
principals, counselors, teachers, parents and students. 
Two major themes that emerged from this research were the necessity of early 
social emotional learning and the impact of having a school counselor available to all 
learners.  The results of this study provide rationale to expand and revise North Dakota 
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school counselor and counseling program requirements while removing barriers 
counselors face to efficient service such as inadequate time, role confusion and 
overwhelming student to counselor ratios.  Outcomes of these policy changes would lead 
to early SEL support, instruction, and intervention for all learners and a mediation of 
student risk factors and challenges from external inequities.  Following a discussion of 
conclusions, the researcher provides recommendations and implications for state and 
school-level policy changes that align with the direction of student mental health needs 
and the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation. 













According to the University of North Dakota Educational Leadership Cohort #8 
(personal communication, March 3, 2021): 
The purpose of the educational system in North Dakota, according to Article VIII 
of the Constitution of North Dakota, is to preserve democratic government and to 
provide for the “prosperity and happiness” (N.D. Const. art. VIII § 1), of the 
people. The writers of the state constitution believed that this required students to 
have, “a high degree of intelligence, patriotism, integrity, and morality” (N.D. 
Const. art. VIII, § 1). It is the responsibility of educators to uphold these values 
while recognizing that the educational system and its stakeholders continue to 
change. Preparing students to be prosperous and fulfilled citizens in a world that 
is ever-changing means that educational systems must also evolve to meet those 
changing needs. 
Education in North Dakota is guided by the North Dakota Century Code 
(NDCC) 15.1 statutes with the North Dakota Legislative Interim Education Policy 
Committee evaluating their effectiveness. As inferred by Chairman David 
Monson in the minutes of the Education Policy Committee meeting on October 2, 
2019, it is time “to recommend changes to any laws found to be irrelevant, 
duplicative, inconsistent, or unclear” (Assel, 2019, p. 4). Following this Interim 
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Education Committee meeting, the need to review, revise, and make 
recommendations to NDCC statutes was brought to the University of North 
Dakota Educational Leadership Doctoral Cohort #8 [see Appendix A].  While 
conversations in the committee meeting had taken place regarding hiring an 
outside group or organization to do this work, the cohort believed the knowledge 
and experience within the group would be a natural fit for this task. 
Need for Study 
The intention of this study was to provide a setting where practicing educational 
leaders can review NDCC Title 15.1 and make recommendations for updating selected 
sections and topics of NDCC 15.1, specifically, statutes guiding elementary and 
secondary education in the state of North Dakota.  Information obtained may be used by 
the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction (NDDPI), the North Dakota School 
Boards Association (NDSBA), the North Dakota Council for Educational Leaders 
(NDCEL), and the Educational Standards and Practices Board (ESPB) for educational 
policy decision-making. 
The researcher selected NDCC 15.1-06-19 (Counselor Positions – Requirement) 
as the focus of this study.  This statute outlines a requirement, “Beginning with the 2010-
11 school year, each school district must have available one full-time equivalent 
counselor for every three hundred students in grades seven through twelve” (N.D. Cent. 
Code, n.d., Section 15.1-06-19, para. 1).  The researcher intentionally chose to pursue this 
statute having served in elementary school counseling positions and having an 
experienced understanding of social emotional learning and student mental health needs. 
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Since 1995, the NDDPI has relied upon the Youth Risk Behavior Survey created 
by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to inform and measure impacts of 
student behavior on death, disability, and social problems among middle school and high 
school students (North Dakota Department of Health, 2019; North Dakota Department of 
Public Instruction [NDDPI], 2019b).  Data from this survey allows national, state, and 
district educational leaders to monitor trends in health behaviors of students, guide 
programming and interventions for students, and inform school health policies and 
practices.  In North Dakota, students in Grades 7-12 are surveyed anonymously “in the 
spring of odd years” (NDDPI, 2019b, para. 1).  Data from the Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey may provide reasons to implement social emotional learning (SEL) intervention 
programming, change SEL instructional practice, or provide additional student support 
personnel. 
Examining a series of three questions (QN14, QN15, and QN16) from the 2019 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey Results database, and analyzing a 10-year trend in results, 
the researcher found a shared pattern in student answers regarding student mental health 
in North Dakota with a focus on suicide.  In 2019, results from Question 14 revealed that 
22.1% of North Dakota students between Grades 6 and 8 thought seriously about killing 
themselves.  This had increased five percentage points since 2007.  This percentage 
equates to approximately 2,328 children in 6th through 8th grade who have considered 
taking their own lives (North Dakota Department of Health, 2019).  The next question on 
the survey asks if a student has ever made a plan to kill themselves.  Results show that 
15.7% answered “yes” in 2019.  This is five percentage points higher than in 2007. 
Finally, the third question in this series asks if a student has ever tried to kill him or 
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herself.  Results indicated 10.3% of all participating North Dakota sixth through eighth 
grade students answered “yes” in 2019.  This percentage has doubled since 2007 (North 
Dakota Department of Health, 2019). 
In response to this changing and growing need for additional supports for 
students, in 2018, NDDPI adopted the practices of SEL goals written by North Dakota’s 
Multi-Tier System of Supports (NDMTSS). 
The North Dakota Multi-Tiered System of Support Social Emotional Learning 
(SEL) Goals provide North Dakota school districts and educators a framework to 
guide quality explicit instruction of social and emotional learning skills to foster 
an engaging school climate for all students, guide selection of evidence-based 
programs and steer professional learning with regards to SEL in North Dakota. 
(NDDPI, 2019a, para. 1) 
With the guidance of the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL), North Dakota has adopted five competencies each with their own indicators of 
mastery as described in Table 1 and further explained in Chapter II. 
The NDMTSS-SEL team has most recently created SEL goals for students. These 
may be comparable to academic standards in content areas.  The SEL goals, clustered by 
CASEL’s five competencies, describe what North Dakota students should know and be 
able to do by the end of each grade span: k-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12.  For example, by the 
end of 2nd grade, students should be able to meet 14 SEL goals in the five competency 
areas.  Similarly, by the end of 5th grade, students should be able to expand on each of 
those SEL foundational goals and meet 14 new goals in the five competency areas (North 




CASEL’s Five Competencies 
Competency Description 
Self-Awareness “The ability to accurately recognize one’s own emotions, 
thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior.  The 
ability to accurately assess one’s strengths and limitations, with 
a well-grounded sense of confidence, optimism, and a ‘growth 
mindset’” (NDMTSS, 2018, p. 1). 
Self-Management “The ability to successfully regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, 
and behaviors in different situations—effectively managing 
stress, controlling impulses, and motivating oneself. The ability 
to set and work toward personal and academic goals” 
(NDMTSS, 2018, p. 1). 
Social Awareness “The ability to take the perspective of and empathize with 
others, including those from diverse backgrounds and cultures.  
The ability to understand social and ethical norms for behavior 
and to recognize family, school, and community resources and 
supports” (NDMTSS, 2018, p. 1). 
Relationship Skills “The ability to establish and maintain healthy and rewarding 
relationships with diverse individuals and groups. The ability to 
communicate clearly, listen well, cooperate with others, resist 
inappropriate social pressure, negotiate conflict constructively, 
and seek and offer help when needed” (NDMTSS, 2018, p. 1). 
Responsible 
Decision-Making 
“The ability to make constructive choices about personal 
behavior and social interactions based on ethical standards, 
safety concerns, and social norms. The realist evaluation of 
consequences of various actions, and a consideration of the 
wellbeing of oneself and others” (NDMTSS, 2018, p. 1). 
 
At the time of this study, districts were in beginning phases of implementing 
NDMTSS-SEL goals.  According to the NDMTSS report, SEL goals were to be met by 
promoting collaboration between classrooms, school environments, homes, and 
communities (NDMTSS, 2018)  With an opportunity to tie this initiative into NDCC 
15.1-06-19, the researcher intended to gather perspectives on SEL practices in public 
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North Dakota elementary school counseling programs at the time of this study and 
explore how NDCC policy’s school counselor requirement may be revised to support 
growing needs of students and the addition of NDMTSS-SEL goals at all grade-level 
settings. 
Purpose 
Having a school counselor available to provide intentional SEL programming, 
interventions, and support can positively impact a student’s trajectory. This begins in the 
earliest years of school.  According to the American School Counselor Association 
(ASCA): 
The elementary school years set the foundation for developing the knowledge, 
attitudes and skills necessary for children to become healthy, competent and 
confident learners.  Elementary school counselors have an impact on these years 
by implementing a school counseling program and collaborating with school staff, 
parents and the community to create a safe and respectful learning environment. 
By providing education, prevention, early identification and intervention, 
elementary school counselors help their students achieve academic success, 
develop an understanding of career opportunities and develop social/emotional 
skills in response to issues they face. (American School Counselor Association 
[ASCA], 2019, p. 2) 
In North Dakota, by only including Grades 7 through 12 in the school counselor 
requirement, early programming and interventions, mastery of NDMTSS-SEL goals in 
elementary schools, and elementary student supports may be overlooked. 
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The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of this study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding perceptions of the 
NDCC 15.1-06-19 statute, elementary school counseling programs, and early social 
emotional learning.  Participants of this study included elementary school principals, 
counselors, teachers, parents, and students.  Rationale for the research design and 
participant selection is discussed in Chapter III.  The results of this study provide 
reasoning to revise and expand North Dakota school counselor and program 
requirements. 
Statement of Problem 
The most recent revisions made to NDCC 15.1-09-16 took place in 2010.  Since 
that time, state-wide data sources show that student mental health is a growing concern in 
schools throughout the state (North Dakota Department of Health, 2019).  In response to 
changing and growing student needs and as a result of reviewing current policy, the 
researcher finds NDCC 15.1-09-16 in need of revision to support students’ changing and 
growing needs and the implementation of the NDMTSS-SEL initiative. 
While many elementary schools in the state have an elementary school counseling 
program in place, putting practices into policies may strengthen the NDMTSS-SEL 
initiative at the elementary level and provide rationale to staff adequate student support 
personnel.  Additionally, with the revision of policy, early social emotional learning, 
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intervention, and supports would be guaranteed for all elementary students across the 
state, and barriers such as insufficient funding, high student to counselor ratios, and 
constrained time could be removed and replaced with an investment in the future of 
North Dakota. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided the researcher during this study: 
1. What are North Dakota public elementary school principals, teachers, and 
school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 regarding 
early social emotional learning practices in public elementary schools and 
their implications for change? 
2. What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, 
parents, and students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and 
development in an elementary school? 
3. How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 organizations’ sixth grade 
students perceive their elementary school counseling program relates to their 
elementary school experience? 
Delimitations 
This study was conducted within North Dakota and focused on developing 
recommendations for North Dakota Century Code Title 15.1 Elementary and Secondary 
Education; therefore, it was based solely upon North Dakota’s educational needs.  A 
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delimitation of this study is that participants may not have included representatives from 
every school district in the state of North Dakota.  The survey was sent to all public 
elementary school principals and counselors; 9.8% of surveys were returned.  Participants 
to be interviewed were selected from three school districts representing the range and 
diversity of North Dakota’s population.  Another delimitation within the research is that 
the focus was on public education within the state of North Dakota; private education and 
home education were not included in this research. 
Assumptions 
It was assumed that all respondents answered honestly and without fear of 
retaliation when responding to survey questions and interview questions.  Additionally, it 
was assumed participants in this study had a basic understanding of a school counselor’s 
role and of school counseling programs available within their school district.  A final 
assumption was that the historical record regarding NDCC 15.1 was recorded accurately 
and that sources used in this research were honest in their reporting. 
Definitions and Acronyms 
The following terms and definitions are integral to this study and clarify meanings 
within the context of the study: 
Administrator – “means an individual who holds an administrator's credential and who is 
employed by the board of a school district for the primary purpose of providing 
administrative services to the schools of the district” (N.D. Cent. Code, n.d., 
Section 15.1-13-01, para. 1) 
American School Counselor Association (ASCA) – An organization that “focuses on 
providing [schools with] professional development, enhancing school counseling 
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programs and researching effective school counseling practices” (ASCA, n.d.a, 
para. 2). 
Comprehensive School Counseling Program – A fully developed school counseling 
program that promotes student achievement by incorporating leadership, 
advocacy, and collaboration into counseling procedures. 
Education Policy Committee – “An interim committee of the North Dakota Legislature 
tasked with reviewing educational policy at the state level” (University of North 
Dakota Educational Leadership Cohort #8, personal communication, March 3, 
2021). 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) – “Federal legislation signed into law in 2015 that 
reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965” (words of 
University of North Dakota Educational Leadership Cohort #8, personal 
communication, March 3, 2021; information taken from U.S. Department of 
Education, n.d.). 
Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) – MTSS is “a framework to provide all 
students with the best opportunities to succeed academically, socially, 
emotionally, and behaviorally in school” (NDMTSS, n.d., para. 1).  North 
Dakota’s MTSS (NDMTSS) “focuses on providing high-quality instruction and 
interventions matched to student need, monitoring progress frequently to make 
decisions about changes in instruction or goals. Data are used to allocate 
resources and improve student learning and support staff implementation of 
effective practices” (NDMTSS, n.d., para. 1) 
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North Dakota Century Code (NDCC) – North Dakota’s Legislative Branch states: “The 
North Dakota Century Code . . . contain currently effective laws of North Dakota” 
(North Dakota Legislative Branch, n.d., para. 1). 
North Dakota Department of Public Instruction (NDDPI) – “Agency that oversees public 
instruction in North Dakota” (University of North Dakota Educational Leadership 
Cohort #8, personal communication, March 3, 2021). 
North Dakota Public Education Community – defined by the researcher as a community 
including school principals, school counselors, parents, and students. 
School Counselor – is a certified/licensed educator who improves student success for 
ALL students by implementing a comprehensive school counseling program. 
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) – the process through which social emotional 
competence develops. 
Organization of the Study 
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter I was an introduction into the 
need for the study, the purpose of the study, the research questions, delimitations and 
assumptions, definition of terms, and the organization of the study.  Chapter II includes a 
literature review highlighting social components of learning, Maslow’s Theory of Human 
Motivation, and proven impacts of and delivery methods for social emotional learning.  
Chapter II also explores and provides a historical context for comprehensive school 
counseling programs.  Finally, in Chapter II the researcher provides implications for 
policy change based on recent empirical studies.  Chapter III outlines the methodology 
and methods used in this study.  Chapter IV presents findings from the study.  Chapter V 
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includes a discussion of conclusions and findings, recommendations for policy change, 














The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of this study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding perceptions of 
NDCC 15.1-06-19, elementary school counseling programs, and early social emotional 
learning.  Participants of this study included elementary school principals, counselors, 
teachers, parents, and students.  Rationale for the research design and participant 
selection is discussed in Chapter III.  Results of this study provide reasoning to revise and 
expand North Dakota school counselor and program requirements. 
This chapter includes a review of literature in order to enhance a reader’s 
understanding of the subject in this study.  This chapter includes research encompassing 
the topics of learning, academic achievement, social emotional learning and intervention 
impacts.  The researcher also provides definitions of, delivery methods for, and a 
historical context for comprehensive school counseling programs.  Finally, the researcher 




Learning as a Social Process 
“Schools are social places and learning is a social process” (Zins et al., 2007, p. 
191).  Even so, educational decision-makers and policy groups seemingly continue to 
measure school success solely by academic gains (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012).  In the past, 
it was widely assumed that in order to achieve a high degree of critical thinking and 
academic achievement, emotion should be removed; it was assumed knowledge and 
emotion are separate (MacCann et al., 2020). 
In his book, The Schools Our Children Deserve, educational researcher Alfie 
Kohn (1999) reflected on a traditional education as one that emphasized academic 
pursuits over nonacademic pursuits.  Kohn described some people as believing academics 
were the only proper mission of schools.  Researchers have made it clear that brain 
networks supporting emotion and learning work together in development and growth 
(MacCann et al., 2020).  Further, researchers have identified that a brain’s processing of 
emotional and social stimuli and experiences has an impact on development of neural 
connections and networks (Hackman & Farah, 2009).  Kohn (1999) believed it is 
impossible to separate our intellectual selves from the rest of who we are, citing the 
example “Even when she’s [sic] multiplying numbers, a child remains a whole and 
complex person with a unique perspective, someone defined by her [sic] expectations and 
fears and desires” (p. 67).  By separating the social components of learning, educators 
will not prevent “her [sic] from seeing a math problem through the filter of her [sic] 
interests and concerns.  In fact, shoving these things aside will likely make it even harder 
for her [sic] to develop a proficiency at the very academic tasks” (Kohn, 1999, p. 67) at 
hand.  The influence of emotions on learning can also be observed while helping students 
 
15 
attend to, evaluate, and react to stimuli and changing situations.  For example, emotions 
play a role in telling a student when to keep working and when to stop, when he or she is 
on the right or wrong path to solve a problem, and what should be remembered or what is 
not important. 
In contrast, without a foundational skillset or previously formed neural 
connections, anxiety, stress, and dysregulation can have the opposite effects on learning.  
These emotions reduce a brain’s ability to focus on learning.  Instead, they activate brain 
regions associated with fear (Goldin-Meadow & Beilock, 2010; Schmader & Johns, 
2003). This finding supports teachers providing intentional social emotional learning time 
to students, enabling students to explore, instruct, and practice emotional management, 
self-regulation, and social problem solving as part of a comprehensive educational 
program. 
Theoretical Framework: Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation 
Another lens we can use to view learning as a social process is to explore human 
motivation.  American psychologist, Abraham Maslow, developed a theory of human 
motivation called the Hierarchy of Needs.  He asserted that humans have a hierarchy of 
needs that must be met in order for a person to reach their full potential (Maslow, 1943).  
There are five levels in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Physiological needs are basic 
needs such as food, air, water, shelter, and sleep.  These needs are at the base of the 
hierarchy, meaning these must be achieved first before anything else can be done.  Once 
base needs have been achieved, Maslow identified safety needs as the next level.  Safety 
needs include safety, security, stability, and order. The third need identified by Maslow is 
the need for positive social and interpersonal feelings such as belonging, love, and 
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acceptance.  It is at this level that social emotional competencies, the ability to form 
lasting relationships, and social problem solving become a necessity for learners.  This 
necessity will carry on into the fourth area of need which is the need for esteem.  The 
need for esteem includes self-esteem, confidence, achievement, respect for others, and 
respect by others.  While one may assert that Levels 1 through 4 are all met through 
public school services, it is Levels 3 and 4 that benefit from direct instruction and 
intentional programming in order to move into the fifth level where students can thrive.  
The fifth level of Maslow’s hierarchy is self-actualization.  At this level, students can 
reach their fullest potential and experience morality, creativity, problem solving, 
discovery, acceptance of facts, and contribution (Maslow, 1943). 
Maslow’s theory asserts that students must achieve all needs at one level in order 
to continue on to the next level (Maslow, 1943).  This means, if a child’s physiological 
needs are not met first, those needs will be the biggest motivating factor for that child.  
For example, if a student experiences food insecurity at home and is coming to school 
hungry, all other needs, desires, and demands placed upon that student will be suppressed 
until his or her hunger is satisfied.  “A learner may act out and cause disruptions or be 
insubordinate because the learner’s first concern is not learning but rather obtaining food” 
(Burleson & Thoron, 2017, p. 1).  According to this theory, a similar reaction would 
occur if the missing need was esteem, a positive relationship, or acceptance of peers. 
In 1969, Maslow amended the hierarchy placing self-transcendence as the sixth 
motivational step beyond self-actualization.  Maslow noted that some individuals seek 
benefit beyond the personal; they identify with something greater than self.  At this level, 
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an individual puts aside his or her own needs in favor of service to others (Koltko-Rivera, 
2006; see Figure 1). 
Figure 1 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
 
Maslow’s theory applies to research considering the social emotional needs of 
children.  In a 2017 study, researchers Burleson and Thoron found that when a person 
had their social and esteem needs met, they not only became confident and developed a 
sense of self-efficacy, but also they were secure about themselves and were more willing 
to take risks in order to achieve their full potential, serve others, and become productive 
members of society (Burleson & Thorson, 2017).  By creating a social emotional learning 
community in elementary schools, children are achieving lower levels of needs as 
described by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  Through social interactions, predictable 
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procedures and routines, safe spaces, learning through play, student support personnel, 
and intentional modeling and teaching of skills, a foundation for social emotional 
learning may be established (Burleson & Thoron, 2017). 
Social Emotional Learning Defined 
Knowing that learning is a social process and that social emotional needs are 
foundational in order for students to achieve at their highest potential, educational 
researchers and practitioners continue to flag social emotional learning as a priority in a 
school setting.  According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL), social emotional learning (SEL) is: 
The process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions 
and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, 
establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 
decisions.  (Niemi, 2020, para. 3) 
CASEL further presented SEL in the form of five competencies described in the next 
section of this paper. 
CASEL’s Five Key Competencies of SEL 
CASEL presented five key competencies of SEL for school-aged children: self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, responsible decision making, and 
relationship skills (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
[CASEL], n.d.d).  Researchers generally agree that these five competencies are 




Self-Awareness includes the ability to accurately assess personal feelings, 
interests, and values.  A child’s self-awareness or perceived self-competence may lay the 
groundwork for future academic accomplishments (CASEL, 2020).  In the early years of 
school, children develop self-efficacy, an awareness of whether they are capable of 
various tasks.  Liew et al. (2008) found that first graders’ self-efficacies in regards to 
academic competence was positively correlated with later performance in the areas of 
both reading and math.  Similarly, Zafiropoulou et al. (2007) found that a child who feels 
knowledgeable in a specific academic area may be more likely to seek out opportunities 
that increase skills in that area. 
Self-Management includes the ability to handle emotions and behaviors in 
productive ways.  It involves being aware of feelings, monitoring them, and modifying 
them when necessary so they aid rather than impede ways in which a child is able to cope 
with challenging situations.  In many studies, emotional and behavioral regulation was 
found to be essential when gauging whether or not a child is ready for kindergarten 
(Bierman et al., 2008; Bodrova & Leong, 2006; Trentacosta & Izard, 2007).  According 
to this finding, children who have difficulties managing big feelings may not have the 
ability to overcome those feelings and focus on learning; whereas children who have a 
skillset to maintain a positive emotional tone might be able to remain engaged with 
classroom tasks even through an overwhelming feeling or experience.  In another study, 
researchers McClelland et al. (2006) developed a model of “learning skills” for 
kindergarteners.  These skills included executive functioning (attention, working 
memory, and inhibitory control) and behavioral regulation skills.  After teaching the 
skills and providing students with opportunities to practice the skills, the researchers 
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followed their cohort of students and their academic achievements through sixth grade.  
Their findings showed that kindergarteners who proficiently learned the “learning skills” 
demonstrated more growth in reading and math between kindergarten and second grade 
than those who were not proficient in learning skills.  Researchers also found that the gap 
between the kindergarteners who did not learn these skills and the kindergarteners who 
did widened until second grade and persisted through sixth (McClelland et al., 2006). 
Social awareness includes the ability to take others’ perspectives, empathize with 
them, and appreciate similarities and differences amongst oneself and others.  It 
encompasses diversity, and understanding culture and its impact on personal 
development.  Finally, social awareness includes knowing ethical norms for behavior.  
Children are constantly attempting to understand their own and others’ behavior to make 
sense of a situation.  Emotions play a role in this understanding as emotions convey 
verbal and nonverbal interpersonal information that can guide a social interaction (Dodge 
et al. & Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2002).  Children’s ability to 
understand emotions, especially in context, plays an important role in their academic 
success. 
Responsible decision making grows in importance as everyday social interactions 
of children continue to increase in frequency, form, and complexity. In early childhood, 
young children learn how to solve social problems.  To do this in a safe and healthy way, 
children need to be taught to analyze social situations, identify problems, set pro-social 
goals, and determine effective ways to solve the problems that arise between them and 
their peers.  Having an early foundation in responsible decision making can positively 
impact children later in childhood.  Dubow et al. (1991) and Rotheram (1987) found that 
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growth in social problem-solving abilities in elementary school from third to fifth grade 
were related to fifth graders’ grade point average even with variables in age, gender, and 
socio-economic status.  Results across these studies suggest that responsible decision 
making or choosing a prosocial response when facing adversity appeared to assist in the 
academic success of a child (Dubow et al., 1991; Rotheram, 1987). 
Promoting positive, effective, and lasting relationships is the final competency of 
SEL according to CASEL (n.d.d).  Crucial skills at this level include making positive 
attempts to play with others, initiating and maintaining conversations, cooperating, 
listening, taking turns, seeking help, and practicing friendship skills.  When examining 
prosocial behavior, Caprara et al. (2000) found that third grade self-, peer- and teacher-
rated prosocial behavior in the areas of cooperating, sharing, and helping, predicted 
academic achievement 5 years later.  In contrast, Bierman et al. (2009) found that 
students rating low in prosocial behaviors had the biggest deficits in school adjustment.  
In their study, these deficits presented themselves as students not following rules and 
routines and lacking enthusiasm about learning. 
Social Emotional Learning through Early and Middle Childhood Stages 
While CASEL’s five competencies of SEL are connected to a student’s success in 
school, there is a natural developmental progression that students grow through as these 
competencies are met.  “By following the developmental progression, children are able to 
meet the demands of a particular developmental stage and successfully navigate major 
transitions from one developmental context to another” (Jones & Kahn, 2017, p. 9). 
During early childhood years, SEL skills are organized around positive 
engagements and emotional stimulation.  These experiences most naturally occur while 
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engaged in social interactions with peers (Howes, 1987; Parker & Gottman, 1989). At 
preschool and kindergarten ages, these tasks are not easy for children as they are just 
entering a school setting and social scene.  When preschool and kindergarten curriculum 
place rigorous learning demands on students, their ability to thrive is often hindered.  
When this occurs, it is because students at this age are still forming social and emotional 
foundations, and although they may be challenged academically, they may not be 
provided with adequate opportunities for practice and growth in SEL.  During these first 
school experiences, children are often required to sit still, attend, follow directions, 
approach group play, complete academic tasks, and get along with others in ways that can 
stretch their previous social abilities and experiences (Gottman & Mettetal, 1986). 
Children begin to build upon goals, social processes, and emotional tasks as they 
enter middle childhood.  As children become aware of a wider social network than their 
one or two key friends from early childhood, the focus moves away from a simple 
positive interaction to navigating the challenges of peer inclusion and social group 
acceptance (Gottman & Mettetal, 1986).  Emotional regulation becomes crucial, as 
children learn when and with whom to share emotional experiences and ideas.  Just as 
social demands intensify, children are expected to assume more challenging academic 
tasks, including learning multiple academic subject areas, physically and mentally 
transitioning from one subject to another, and managing more freedom and responsibility 
with regard to their time management and organizational strategies.  Considering the 
amount of time spent in school and interacting with others, childhood educational settings 
are a primary and critical context for intentionally cultivating social and emotional 
learning opportunities (Jones & Kahn, 2017). 
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SEL Short- and Long-Term Effects 
Effects of SEL on Student Success in PK-12 School 
A 2013 study conducted for CASEL and entitled, “The Missing Piece” asked 
educators what they thought could fix the problem of static or declining educational 
achievements. Results indicated that teachers agreed that SEL has been the missing piece 
to transform the public school system in the United States (Civic Enterprises, 2013).  
Teachers and principals expressed that SEL is critical to student success in school, work, 
and life (DePaoli et al., 2017).  Despite the assumption that educators would feel the 
strain of fewer minutes to cover academic standards, the belief that SEL can improve 
student outcomes is based on substantial evidence.  In a 2010 meta-analysis of 213 
schools including over 270,000 students, researchers Durlak et al. (2010) found that 
programs having SEL interventions increased students’ academic performance by 11 
percentile points, compared to students who did not participate in SEL programming.  
This result is one indication that SEL programs do not come at the expense of 
performance in core academic skills; but rather, that by devoting focused, purposeful time 
to SEL, educators can enhance academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2010).  In this 
particular analysis, the findings held true for elementary, middle, and high school; in 
schools located in urban, rural, and suburban areas; and in schools serving ethnically and 
culturally diverse student bodies (Durlak et al., 2010).  These direct academic 
achievement gains are measured in part by, but not limited to, standardized test scores, 
passing rates of exit exams, grade point averages, subject matter exam passing rates, and 
college entrance exam scores (Durlak et al., 2010). 
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According to a report written for CASEL following a study by Civic in November 
2018, a presence of SEL is noticed in a school by students.  In this study, researchers 
Niemi et al. (2018) gathered student perspectives in order to understand how they viewed 
their school experiences, what their greatest challenges were, how well they felt prepared 
for life after high school, and how schools could improve to help students reach their full 
potential.  The researchers “were particularly interested in whether their schools helped 
them develop social and emotional skills – such as the ability to get along well with 
others, understand other points of view, solve problems collaboratively, persist through 
challenges and stress, and have confidence in themselves” (Niemi et al., 2018, p. 1).  
Social and emotional skills were of particular interest to the researchers because they 
were identified by employers in the communities being studied as desirable skills for the 
workplace.  In order to gather data, researchers administered a nation-wide survey for 
current and recent high school students and graduates ages 14-22 and conducted in-depth 
interviews with students in schools with and without a strong SEL focus.  The findings of 
the study were presented in three major themes: 
1. Students and young adults from strong SEL schools report a more positive 
social climate and learning environment, doing better academically, and 
being better prepared for life than those in weak SEL schools; 
2. Schools that emphasize social and emotional skill development are broadly 
appealing to students across background, race, ethnicity, income, geography, 
and type of school attended and students see the benefits of such schools, 
but fewer than half believe their high schools are doing a good job of 
helping them develop SEL skills; and 
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3. Students – particularly some of the most vulnerable – cite social and 
emotional problems as significant barriers to learning, doing their best, and 
fulfilling their potential. 
(Civic, 2018, p. 3, paras. 1-3) 
Civic (2018) provided recommendations based on these three themes.  First, the 
researchers stated that schools should have a clear vision for what student success looks 
like and what SEL looks like in their school.  As decisions for this vision are being made, 
students should be involved in the process and leaders of the process.  Civic made evident 
the fact that students should be part of planning when it comes to planning for their own 
success.  Schools should also prepare to adequately train teachers in SEL delivery 
methods and strategies.  Training should be a frequently reviewed opportunity for 
educators as policies, benchmarks, standards, and assessments in SEL evolve (Civic, 
2018). 
Following the study on student perceptions, CASEL commissioned a study on 
PK-12 principal perceptions on how SEL can impact children and transform schools.  In 
this 2019 study by Civic , 710 PK-12 principals were surveyed regarding their 
perceptions in the following areas: attitudes about SEL, SEL implementation, growing 
















- Eighty-three percent believe “it is very important for their schools 
to promote SEL skills” (Civic, 2019, p. 5). 
- Ninety-three percent “believe their school should place a great 
deal or fair amount of emphasis on developing students’ SEL 
skills” (Civic, 2019, p. 5). 
- Seventy-two percent “of principals at low-performing schools 
believe a larger focus on SEL would have a very major benefit on 
students’ ability to stay on track to graduate” (Civic, 2019, p. 5). 
- “Principals believe SEL will have long-lasting benefits that 
continue even after graduation, including . . . becoming good 
citizens as adults (79 percent), preparing students for the 
workforce (68 percent) and preparing students . . . [for] . . . 






- The percent of schools that have developed a long-term plan to 
support SEL has increased from 43 percent to 55 percent [in 
2017] (Civic, 2019, p. 6). 
- “Seventy percent of principals believe” (Civic, 2019, p. 6) 
teachers do need a formal curriculum to teach social and 
emotional skills.   
- Since 2017, “more district leaders are providing more guidance 







- With added professional development, principals report a 
growing confidence in teachers’ preparation to teach social and 
emotional skills (Civic, 2019). 
- As a barrier to implementing SEL, principals report “80 percent 
of low-income students are more likely to cite a lack of 
reinforcement of SEL skills outside of school” (Civic, 2019, p. 7). 
. . . Other barriers include: “lack of prioritization at the district 













- Seventy percent feel that “social and emotional skills should be 
assessed” (Civic, 2019, p. 7). 
- “Eighty-three percent of principals are currently using some type 
of assessment for students’ social and emotional skills” (Civic, 
2019, p. 8).  These include: “performance measures, student self-
reports, and in administrative records” (Civic, 2019, p. 8). Forty 
percent of principals “are using assessments . . . with all students” 
(Civic, 2019, p. 8). 
- Eighty-seven percent of principals “believe that social and 
emotional skill development should probably or definitely be 
explicitly stated in state education standards” (Civic, 2019, p. 8). 
 
Knowing that academics are not the only outcome of PK-12 schools, several 
studies explored the impact of SEL on behavioral incidents and relationship development 
among peers (Denham, 2007; McClelland et al., 2006).  Findings indicated that children 
with poor social-emotional competence and self-regulation not only appeared to have 
more difficulty transitioning to school, but they were at an increased risk for behavioral 
problems, peer rejection, and school dropout (Denham 2007; McClelland et al., 2006).  
Similarly, in a 2015 study conducted by Jones et al., researchers sought to examine 
whether kindergarten teachers’ ratings of children’s prosocial skills predicted key 
adolescent and adult behavioral outcomes.  Jones et al. found significant associations 
between perceived social-emotional skills in kindergarten students and key young adult 
behavioral outcomes across multiple domains of education, employment, criminal 
activity, substance use, and mental health.  Their findings illustrated that earlier 
interventions provide for even stronger desirable outcomes.  For example, 
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kindergarteners who were stronger in SEL competence were more likely to graduate from 
high school, complete a college degree, and obtain stable employment in young 
adulthood, and less likely to live in public housing, receive public assistance, be involved 
with the police, or spend time in a detention facility (Jones et al., 2015).  The study also 
found that these outcomes can be avoided through direct instruction of skills, SEL 
programming, and a safe school climate. 
Effects of SEL on Life Beyond PK-12 
In his book, Finnish Lessons: What Can the World Learn from Educational 
Change in Finland Pasi Sahlberg (2015) identified a new vision for schools as being “a 
socially inspiring and safe environment where all pupils can learn the social skills that 
they will need for their lives” (p. 198).  In order to achieve this, schools will need to 
rethink what their primary mission is when educating people.  Sahlberg believed the point 
of school cannot remain what it is today.  He identified two major changes coming in 
education.  First, as technology continues to evolve, people will begin spending less and 
less time together in a concrete setting.  Socializing will be through social networks and 
other future tools.  Second, people will learn about the world through media and 
technology.  These new social tools will change the meaning and purpose behind social 
skills.  Equally important to reading, math, and science is for students to be able to 
interact, cooperate, and cope with complexities in both a virtual and real setting.  
Sahlberg asserted this will become one of the basic functions of schools: to learn 




In addition to predictive findings by Sahlberg (2015) and work being done in 
Finland, many United States-based studies have asked employers what they have been 
looking for in recent high school graduates and future employees of their companies.  In 
the “Business Roundtable/Change the Equation survey, 98 percent of CEOs reported they 
have problems ‘finding candidates with the competencies and training [needed] to fill 
open positions’” (Committee for Children, 2016, p. 3).  Some of these competencies 
include 21st century skills such as “critical thinking and problem solving, creativity and 
innovation, communication, and collaboration” (Committee for Children, 2016, p. 3).  
Similarly, a 2015 Forbes’ report on skills most desired from recent graduates found the 
following to be the top four most wanted: ability to work in a team, ability to solve 
problems, ability to make decisions, and ability to communicate verbally with people 
inside and outside an organization (Committee for Children, 2016).  SEL and 
employability skills benefit not only our present businesses but also our communities.  
Investments and resources put into educational programing such as SEL are returned to a 
community at an exponential rate.  A recent analysis from Columbia University projected 
economic return from six effective SEL programs.  The projection showed, “on average, 
there was an $11 return on investment for every dollar spent on the intervention, and for 
some of the interventions, the return on investment was much greater than the initial cost 
of the program” (Committee for Children, 2016, p. 4). 
Social Emotional Learning Skills – Effects on Mental Health 
Promoting CASEL’s five competencies in all PK-12 settings would be one 
answer to the plea for more mental health services in schools set forth by education 
stakeholders in the studies above.  However, “mental health is not simply [learning skills 
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and] the absence of mental illness, but also encompasses social, emotional, and 
behavioral health and the ability to cope with life’s challenges” (National Association of 
School Psychologists, 2016, para. 1).  Through positive school climate and social 
emotional programming, schools are providing for mental health needs.  In contrast, by 
not providing for mental health needs, schools are likely to be faced with costly and 
negative student outcomes (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). 
According to the 1999 Surgeon General’s report on mental health (U. S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 1999) and the 2000 report of the Surgeon 
General’s conference on children’s mental health (U. S. Public Health Service, 2000), 
one in five children and adolescents have emotional or behavioral problems sufficient to 
warrant a mental health diagnosis.  Even more alarming is the estimate that only 20% of 
these students receive treatment necessary to alleviate symptoms (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 1999, 2017; U. S. Public Health Service, 2000).  Schools 
often see effects of this statistic every day.  By choosing to ignore or passively address 
mental health and related social-emotional conditions in school settings, schools are 
opening the door to consequences including stress, absenteeism, behavior and discipline 
problems, poor concentration, disruptions to school climate, drop outs, delays in learning, 
social skill deficits, and more (Charvat, 2012; Erickson & Abel, 2013).  These 
implications suggest addressing mental health and social emotional factors is critical to 
educating the whole student toward academic success and achievement. 
Researcher John Hattie (2009) conducted a meta-analysis to align findings of 
nearly 50,000 previous studies in education.  Hattie brought together data from these 
studies to provide an effect size for various interventions on student achievement.  Effect 
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sizes were given the following descriptive indicators: potential to considerably accelerate 
student achievement, potential to accelerate student achievement, likely to have a positive 
effect on student achievement, and likely to have a negative effect on student 
achievement.  With over 250 interventions influencing student achievement, the 
following are related to mental health and SEL in schools. 
Table 3 









.62 Potential to considerably accelerate student 
achievement 
Persistence and Engagement .56 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Self-Regulation Strategies .52 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Play-Based Programs .50 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Reducing Anxiety .42 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Increasing Motivation .42 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Positive Self-Concept .41 Potential to accelerate student achievement 
Social Skill Programs .39 Likely to have a positive effect on student 
achievement 
Counseling Effects .35 Likely to have a positive effect on student 
achievement 
Students feeling disliked -.19 Likely to have a negative effect on student 
achievement 
Note. Information in table derived from Hattie’s (2009) meta-analysis. 
The interventions listed above and measured by Hattie (2009) are those that 
would be addressed with students through SEL programming such as a comprehensive 
school counseling program.  School counselors are educational leaders who facilitate 
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SEL programming in schools, manage SEL programs within their school systems, and 
measure the effectiveness of SEL programming in place with the intention to address 
needs of students related to social and emotional learning. 
Delivery Methods for Teaching Social Emotional Learning Skills in Schools 
In order to witness positive impacts on students’ academic achievements, 
behavioral developments, and relationship developments without creating burdens on 
academic demands, SEL delivery should adhere to a research-informed approach.  
Portnow et al. (2018) along with CASEL (n.d.d) found that SEL programs have the 
largest impact on student achievement if delivered through two main delivery systems: 
(a) direct instruction of SEL skills, and (b) a safe and caring learning environment.  By 
providing a systemic approach to SEL instruction and creating safe caring learning 
environments, children tend to be more self-confident, trusting, empathic, intellectually 
inquisitive, competent in using language to communicate, and better capable of relating 
well with others in all aspects of school and home lives.  Additionally, this approach 
infuses SEL into every part of students’ daily lives (CASEL, n.d.b, n.d.c, n.d.d). 
Programs that include explicit instruction typically include a sequence of lessons 
offered to an entire class and focus on the development of one or more competencies.  
Programs designed to create a positive learning environment typically use classroom or 
schoolwide strategies to enhance one of several indicators of school climate such as 
quality of relationships among teachers, students, and staff; school safety; and norms 
related to respect, diversity, or positive community values (Thapa et al., 2013).  
Although, there are many ways to deliver direct instruction or create a positive learning 
environment, doing so with purpose and intention proves to be the most effective. 
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One meta-analysis explored two different approaches to SEL interventions.  One 
used passive approaches embedded into regular programming.  The other followed a 
sequenced, intentional, and focused approach.  Programs with a focused approach were 
associated with significant improvements in students’ prosocial behavior, whereas 
passive programs were not effective.  Sequenced, Active, Focused, and Explicit (SAFE) 
teaching practices were recommended for teaching SEL skills (Payton et al., 2008).  “In a 
meta-analysis of 28 studies of school-based interventions with elementary-aged students, 
. . . programs that used passive approaches had an overall effect of .12 [likely to have a 
small positive impact on student achievement], whereas those that used active approaches 
had an overall effect of .37 [likely to have a positive impact on student achievement]” 
(Domitrovich et al., 2017, p. 412).  School counseling programs following ASCA’s 
national model would provide a delivery system in line with this structure. 
School Counseling Defined 
According to ASCA (n.d.b), “school counselors are certified/licensed educators 
with a minimum of a master’s degree in school counseling, making them uniquely 
qualified to address . . . developmental needs through the implementation of a school 
counseling program” (para. 3) addressing academic, career, and social/emotional 
development of all students.  “School counselors design and deliver school counseling 
programs that improve student outcomes” (para. 1) while upholding ethical and 
professional standards of ASCA and promoting development of school counseling 
programs based on four areas of the ASCA national model: define, deliver, manage, and 





The ASCA National Model 
 
Note. Reprinted with permission (Appendix C) from “The ASCA National Model, Fourth 
Edition,” by the American School Counselor Association, n.d.c, p. 1 
(https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/0d572ae9-4515-40d8-8e16-
efcff703e4dc/ASCANationalModelDiamond.pdf). Copyright n.d.c by the American 
School Counselor Association. 
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The four areas of ASCA’s national model are described below: 
• Define: “School counselors develop, implement and assess their [intentionally 
planned] school counseling program to improve student outcomes” (ASCA, n.d.b, 
p. 2) based on research and evidence-based methods. 
• Deliver: “School counselors deliver developmentally appropriate activities and 
services directly to students or indirectly for students” (ASCA, n.d.b, p. 4).  This 
may look like direct instruction, appraisal and advisement, counseling, 
consultation, collaboration, or referrals.  The ASCA recommendation for delivery 
is a student to counselor ratio of  250:1 (ASCA, n.d.b). 
• Manage:  School counselors manage the school counseling program in order to 
ensure it is being delivered effectively.  School counselors use “program focus 
and planning tools to guide the design and implementation of a school counseling 
program” (ASCA, n.d.b, p. 2), and they follow a mission and vision statement that 
maintain the program’s focus. 
• Assess: 
To achieve the best results for students, school counselors regularly assess 
their program to: 
n determine its effectiveness 
n inform improvements to their school counseling program design 
and delivery 
n show how students are different as a result of the school 
counseling program.  (ASCA, n.d.b, p. 4) 
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Counselors readily identify barriers to student success and use skills such as 
leadership, advocacy, systemic change, teaming and collaboration, counseling and 
coordination, and accountability through a lens of educational equity – in order to remove 
barriers and close achievement gaps.  School counselors are trained to consider the 
impact of culture on individuals, systemic interventions, and how to promote student 
achievement (Chen-Hayes et al., 2014; Hines et al., 2020).  The national model for 
comprehensive school counseling programs focuses on data-driven practices that remove 
those systemic barriers impeding student learning in order to promote student success 
(Amatea & West-Olatunji, 2007). 
Similar to findings in Hattie’s (2009) research, ASCA and the comprehensive 
school counseling model are supported by a wide-body of research.  Carrell and Hoekstra 
(2014) found a one-percentile-point increase in boys’ math and reading test scores with 
the addition of one full-time school counselor.  Carey and Dimmitt (2012) found that a 
complete implementation of the ASCA National Model in a Wisconsin school counseling 
program led to a higher percentage of students passing state math achievement tests.  A 
study in Utah found that a comprehensive implementation of the ASCA National Model 
was associated with higher ACT test scores and increased student achievement as 
measured by state standardized tests (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012). 
According to Desrochers (2015), there is no magic bullet, and it requires hard 
work, but when a school provides its students with comprehensive, integrated, and 
authentic mental health services like a school counseling program, performance improves 
across the board.  Supporting students’ mental wellness creates improvements in school 
climate, student behavior, and academic performance.  It can also help prevent mental 
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illness – and change children’s and families’ lives.  Further, educational literature 
indicates that for children to be successful in school, counselors and teachers must be on 
the same team, aligned to help students (Sink, 2008).  Figure 3 shows key dimensions for 
elementary teacher and school counselor collaboration to promote academic achievement. 
Figure 3 














Note. Reprinted with permission (Appendix D) from “Elementary School Counselors and 
Teachers: Collaborators for Higher Student Achievement,” by C. A. Sink, 2008, The 
Elementary School Journal, 108(5), p. 448 (https://doi.org/10.1086/589473). Copyright 
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Historical Context of School Counseling 
The role of a school-based counselor has gone through many changes.  From 
career counselor to guidance counselor, the role continues to evolve meeting the 
changing needs of students and schools.  This evolution has been ongoing since the early 
1900s.  At that time, the United States was still immersed in the industrial revolution.  
Teachers were expected to hold two roles: educational instructor and vocational 
counselor.  The primary intent of school during the industrial revolution was to focus on 
transitioning individuals from high school to the work force (Gysbers, 2010; Reiner et al., 
2009).  Moving forward through the 20th century, educational reform movements, along 
with economic, social, and political events shaped the nature of school guidance 
counseling programs.  By the 1950s, while there was still a focus on vocation, there was a 
push to address personal, social, and emotional needs of a student (Gysbers, 2010).  The 
school counseling profession advanced even further when the National Defense 
Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 was passed, in part, as a reaction to the United States 
losing the space race to the Soviet Union.  When the USSR launched Sputnik, the United 
States recognized that as a nation they were falling behind in math and science, and 
therefore, not the superpower they once thought they were.  The NDEA provided funding 
for more testing in schools and training institutes for school counselors (Gysbers, 2010; 
Bauman et al., 2003).  Thanks to this funding and training, from 1951 to 1965 the number 
of school counselors jumped from 6,780 to more than 30,000 across the nation.  In 1952, 
school counselors formed the American School Counselor Association (ASCA).  As an 
early attempt to develop a comprehensive school counseling program, this group 
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demonstrated what counselors were doing and how successful they were at helping 
students (Gysbers, 2004, 2010). 
In 1983, A Nation at Risk, a pivotal publication of the National Commission of 
Excellence in Education (1983), identified what was wrong with the nation’s public 
schools, citing declining student achievement as the problem.  Based on this, the federal 
government initiated steps to examine the quality of education students were receiving, 
and school counselors began to assist students with maximizing achievement in school 
(Gysbers, 2010).  Since 1983, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 and The 
Education Trust’s Transforming School Counseling Initiative (Education Trust, 2009) 
have added closing the achievement gap to the responsibilities of school counselor 
(Gysbers, 2010; Reiner et al., 2009). 
The 1980s and 1990s were a time of progress in defining and describing 
counseling in schools (Gysbers, 2010).  The role and function of school counselors was 
debated, and state models for guidance and counseling programs were beginning to 
develop.  Adjustments to the role and function of counselors were not implemented 
without questions.  Some community groups were highly critical of the work school 
counselors were doing, feeling roles of parents were being undermined.  Elementary 
counselors also received a lot of attention during this time (Gysbers, 2010).  In a 
discussion with ASCA leaders, there was agreement “that the major focus of elementary 
counseling programs should be to create a positive school environment for students 
though a comprehensive developmental approach to guidance and counseling” (Bailey et 
al., 1989, p. 6).  A study in the 1990s showed a higher level of role conflict for school 
counselors at the elementary level than at middle and high school levels.  For elementary 
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school counselors, role conflict centered around not having the appropriate structure or 
the resources to do what they were asked to do (Gysbers, 2010).  They also were given 
too many roles in their schools and too many separate and different expectations in those 
roles. 
Throughout the early 2000s, debate about the identity of school counseling, 
purposes of school counseling, and roles of school counselors continued (Gysbers, 2010).  
DeKruyf et al. (2013) described how school counseling and school counselors have been 
struggling still with identity issues and role definition.  For school counseling “to achieve 
a viable professional identity . . . it must be seen as an integral component of the 
educational enterprise and understood as a primary player in the central academic mission 
of the school” (Gysbers, 2010, p. 204).  Gysbers pointed out that there is no need to pit 
academic achievement against mental health.  Rather, school counseling should focus on 
personal, social, career, and educational development.  Bemak (2000) called for school 
counselors to be leaders and change agents focusing on school, community, and family 
collaboration. 
Summary 
Chapter II provided a review of literature in order to enhance a reader’s 
understanding of the subject.  This chapter included research encompassing topics of 
learning, academic achievement, social emotional learning, and intervention effect sizes.  
The researcher provided definitions, delivery methods, and a historical context for 
comprehensive school counseling programs.  Finally, the researcher provided 
implications from research for policy change in the area of social emotional learning.  
Chapter III addresses methodology used in this study.  Chapter IV presents findings from 
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the study.  Chapter V includes a discussion of conclusions and findings, 













A qualitative study was conducted by the researcher in three phases.  Phase 1 
included a state-wide survey, Phase 2 included semi-structured interviews with three 
selected PK-12 public educational organizations, and Phase 3 included student reflective 
questions.  Chapter III includes research methods used for the study including the 
purpose of the study, research questions, research design, and methods.  Chapter III also 
describes participants, participant selection, and site selection.  Finally, in this chapter, 
the researcher discusses data collection methods, data analysis, researcher positionality, 
and validation techniques. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of the study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding perceptions of 
students on NDCC 15.1-06-19, elementary school counseling programs and early social 
emotional learning.  Participants of this study included elementary school principals, 
counselors, teachers, parents, and students.  Rationale for the research design and 
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participant selection is discussed in the sections below.  Results of this study provided 
reasoning to revise and expand North Dakota school counselor and program 
requirements. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided the researcher during this study: 
1. What are North Dakota public elementary school principals, teachers, and 
school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 regarding 
early social emotional learning practices in public elementary schools and 
their implications for change? 
2. What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, 
parents, and students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and 
development in an elementary school? 
3. How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 organizations’ sixth grade 
students perceive their elementary school counseling program relates to their 
elementary school experience? 
Research Design  
To understand perceptions of North Dakota public schools’ stakeholders and 
selected public education communities of early social emotional learning, the researcher 
conducted a qualitative research study.  Qualitative research is an approach to research 
that involves collecting, analyzing, and reporting non-numerical data in the form of 
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descriptions, perceptions, characteristics, definitions, metaphors, or symbols (Robson & 
McCartan, 2016).  The approach for conducting this genre of research has been to gather 
a broad perspective from public education stakeholders across the state through a survey 
and to collect a more intimate perspective from each of the focus schools’ representatives 
through semi-structured interviews and written reflections. 
The research design was flexible and consisted of multiple data collection 
methods.  This aligns with the openness and flexibility of qualitative research “that 
allows you to modify your design and focus during the research to pursue new 
discoveries and relationships” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 30).  The approach was interactive, as 
the researcher was able to continually assess the design and make adjustments while 
working through three data collection phases.  Maxwell described this design as a “‘do-it-
yourself’ rather than an ‘off-the-shelf’ process” (p. 3).  In its design, the research was 
guided by participant engagement and responses.  While three research questions 
provided a framework for the study, the researcher did not allow research questions to 
inhibit participant responses. 
The sampling for the study was purposive– a practice that comes from the classic 
form of grounded theory developed by Barney Glaser and Anself Strauss (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967/1999).  In this study, the researcher did not take a random sampling; but 
rather, the populations of school administrators, school counselors, teachers, parents, and 
students were purposefully selected as those best able to answer research questions at 
hand.  Given the timeframe of a legislative cycle, the limited access to some stakeholder 
groups, and the need for data related to specific populations, random sampling was not 
practical.  Purposive sampling allows a researcher to gather and analyze data with 
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expediency and qualitatively, and to gather data from those most qualified to speak on the 
topic. 
University of North Dakota – Internal Review Board Approval 
Prior to beginning the three research phases, the researcher sought and was 
granted approval from the University of North Dakota’s (UND’s) Internal Review Board 
(IRB) to proceed with the research study.  As part of the IRB approval process, the 
researcher submitted and was granted a waiver of informed consent requirements for 
Phase 1 and Phase 3 of the study (see Appendix E). 
Research Methods Overview 
The following sections outline a qualitative, flexible-design approach to 
understanding selected participants’ perceptions of NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 while 
keeping in mind student development and needs.  Purposive participant and site selection 
are described and reasons for the selection are explained through the three phases of data 
collection. 
Phase 1: North Dakota Statewide Survey 
Participants and Rationale 
The researcher designed and sent a survey to 734 elementary building principals 
and school counselors across the state of North Dakota.  In the introductory email, the 
researcher invited elementary principals to forward the survey on to their teachers.  A 
comprehensive sampling was desired in order to gather a broad range of perceptions of 
NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 in regards to reviewing, revising, or making recommendations 
to populations of students the law has intended to serve while keeping in mind student 
development and needs.  The survey primarily focused on Research Question 1: 
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1. What are North Dakota public elementary school principals, teachers, and 
school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 regarding 
early social emotional learning practices in public elementary schools and 
their implications for change? 
The purpose for sending a broad survey was to engage all North Dakota 
elementary school principals, elementary school counselors, and teachers in a discussion 
of early social emotional learning in North Dakota public schools, gather their 
perceptions, and allow them to be heard in recommendations sent forth following this 
study.  Elementary principals’ perspectives included social emotional learning program 
design and evaluation and potential staffing opportunities or needs.  School counselors 
provided their expertise in social emotional learning sequencing, counselor to student 
ratios, and a school counselor’s scope of work.  Elementary school teachers knew 
academic, social, and emotional developmental needs of students they served. 
Data Collection Methods 
A survey was sent out to all North Dakota elementary school principals and 
elementary school counselors through a state-issued email address.  Benefits of using a 
survey approach for data collection according to Robson and McCartan (2016) included 
low cost, expediency of data collection as well as a wide distribution of sample 
participants.  In order to do this, the researcher composed questions to gather the 
perspectives of the selected stakeholder groups. Prior to designing the survey, the 
researcher had survey questions peer reviewed with doctoral cohort members to avoid 
leading questions, ensure readability for all participants (Robson & McCartan, 2016). 
 
47 
The researcher used Qualtrics, a software package for designing, distributing, and 
analyzing surveys, available through UND to create the survey and embedded participant 
consent into the survey.  Participants were anonymous as no identifiable information was 
collected.  The survey included five open-ended questions (see Appendix F).  The 
researcher ensured that questions were “designed to help achieve the goals of the research 
and in particular to answer the research questions” (Robson & McCartan, 2016, p. 258).  
After the Qualtrics survey link was emailed out, participants had 10 days to complete the 
survey before it was no longer available.  The researcher focused on obtaining an overall 
response rate of 33%; when 33% wasn’t reached within 8 days, a second request was 
emailed to participants. After the follow-up email, the researcher obtained a 9.8% 
response rate.  Data has been stored on the researcher’s personal laptop computer and 
will remain there for a period of 3 years.  After that period, response files have been 
scheduled to be deleted. 
Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interviews 
Participants, Participant Selection, and Rationale 
Phase 2 of the study invited selected members of three PK-12 educational 
organizations to participate in semi-structured interviews with the researcher.  The PK-12 
educational organizations selected by the researcher for Phase 2 were given pseudonyms 
for names to maintain confidentiality of the schools.  District approval for conducting 
research at the selected organizations was granted (see Appendix G), and participants at 
each school included a building principal, a school counselor, an individual with dual 
roles of teacher/parent, and a student. 
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The semi-structured interviews were designed to be completed by and to be 
representative of various populations in the state of North Dakota.  To begin selecting 
schools for three public education communities to be included in this study, the 
researcher explored several school profiles in the NDDPI Insights Dashboards.  The 
researcher chose to include both urban and rural schools, as well as high poverty and low 
poverty student populations.  Table 4 outlines statistics found on the NDDPI Insights 














Counselor # % % % % % % % 
#1 476 14% 2% 3% 85% 3% 3% 0 - 1 % 1 
#2 218 42% 0 - 2% 5% 70% 9% 15% 0 - 2 % 1 
#3 164 34% 0 - 2% 0 - 2 % 89% 0 - 2% 5 - 9% NA .75 
Note: To protect student privacy, data for schools who have less than 10 students in a 
demographic category will not be displayed as a specific number, but rather a range. 
School #1 was an urban school educating 476 middle-class students in grades 
kindergarten through fifth grade.  At the time of this study, 14% of the student population 
at School #1 were identified as low income.  School #2 was a small, urban school 
educating 218 low-income students in kindergarten through fifth grade.  At the time of 
this study, 42% of the population at School #2 were identified as low income.  School #3 
was a rural school educating 164 lower-income students pre-kindergarten through sixth 
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grade.  Students had been located in a variety of small communities that consolidated 
together for school.  At the time of this study, 34% of the population at School #3 were 
identified as low income. 
Data Collection Methods 
Before starting interviews, the researcher obtained school district approval, IRB 
approval, and initiated dialogue with the elementary principal of each school through an 
introductory email.  The researcher met with building principals and counselors via the 
Zoom platform to establish an efficient schedule for all participants.  At initial meetings, 
the researcher provided a statement of purpose for the study, description of the research, 
and clarification of procedures, confidentiality, risks, and benefits.  The researcher 
obtained consent from adult participants and assent from student participants prior to 
interviews (see Appendix H). 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen by the researcher to promote high levels 
of engagement from each participant without participants feeling stifled (Roulston, 2010).  
The researcher prepared six questions for each participant of participating PK-12 
educational organizations to discuss.  The researcher asked the same questions to 
principals and counselors in separate interviews via Zoom.  Parent and student 
participants were asked their own set of questions together in the same setting via Zoom.  
Each interview took approximately 45 minutes.  In order to ensure accuracy of responses 
and interpretation, the researcher recorded sessions with an audio recording device and 
took written notes throughout each interview.  Interviews and further responses were 
transcribed utilizing the transcription software, Temi.  Audio recordings were stored on 
the researcher’s personal laptop computer and will stay there for a period of 3 years after 
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interviews.  Written notes were stored in the home office of the researcher, and after 3 
years from the closing date of this research, will be deleted. 
Qualitative Interview Questions 
Interview questions (Appendix I) reflected the purpose of this research and the 
empirical literature reviewed in Chapter II.  Specifically, the researcher asked about 
social emotional learning in each participant’s school community.  The interview 
questions were developed by the researcher utilizing knowledge from education and 
school counseling experiences and graduate-level courses, in discussion with colleagues 
and advisors, and after a review of peer-reviewed literature.  The researcher took 
opportunities to expand on participant answers by asking follow-up questions or 
questions of clarification from participants.  Following interviews, the researcher 
conducted member checks.  In this, the researcher checked back with each participant 
within 5 working days to see if there was anything further participants wanted to share 
(Robson & McCartan, 2016).  The researcher also used member checks to verify her 
interpretation of participants’ responses. 
Phase 3: Student Reflection 
Participants and Rationale 
To follow up on data collection from the statewide survey and selected PK-12 
education organizations, the researcher prepared reflective questions for 144 sixth grade 
students who previously attended one of the three focus school districts.  Student 
participants had recently transitioned out of the elementary school setting and into a 
middle school setting. 
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The purpose of the reflective questions was to gather student perceptions of their 
elementary school experience.  Particularly, the researcher wanted students to reflect on 
social emotional learning supports and interventions that were in place at the time they 
attended elementary school, and the role their elementary school counselor played 
concerning those supports and interventions.  As a school counselor’s scope of work 
encompasses students’ development and well-being, the researcher explored perceived 
impacts an elementary school counseling program has on students. 
To gain access to potential student participants, the researcher met with sixth 
grade teachers and building principals at their interdisciplinary team meeting.  The 
researcher provided a statement of purpose for the study; a description of the research; 
and clarification of procedures, confidentiality, risks, and benefits.  The researcher asked 
teachers to help in the recruitment of a group of students.  The researcher sent an 
informational letter to parents offering the option to opt out of the study if desired (see 
Appendix J). 
Data Collection Methods 
The researcher composed and designed a reflective survey through UND’s 
Qualtrics software.  The questions were composed in consultation with peers, advisors, 
and colleagues, and they were informed by Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the researcher’s study.  
Survey questions were peer reviewed and approved through the researcher’s advisor, 
committee, and the IRB process before beginning.  The same five questions were 
anonymously completed by each willing participant (see Appendix K). 
In order for survey questions to reach students, the researcher sought support of 
the sixth grade team of teachers.  Together, they scheduled the survey for a time during 
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the school day that was least disruptive to students’ regular schedules.  Written responses 
were collected and analyzed by the researcher; they were stored on the researcher’s 
personal laptop computer and will be deleted after a period of three years from the 
closing date of the research. 
Data Analysis 
In this study, the researcher’s goal was to understand social emotional learning 
through the context of North Dakota public elementary schools and elementary school 
counseling programs.  To begin the analysis, the researcher read participant responses 
and any analytic memos taken multiple times to understand participants’ intent as clearly 
as possible.  The researcher began the coding process using the splitter method as 
outlined in Saldaña (2016).  This method of analysis “splits the data into smaller codable 
moments” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 24).  One benefit of using the splitter method is the “careful 
scrutiny of social action represented in the data” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 24).  Constructivist 
grounded theory researcher Kathy Charmaz (2008) asserted, this method “reduces the 
likelihood of imputing your motives, fears, or unresolved personal issues to your 
respondents and to your collected data” (as cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 24).  Since the 
researcher does have background experience with the research topic, using the splitter 
method was one way to reduce or eliminate biases. 
Using the splitter method during the initial coding phase, the researcher 
highlighted significant statements, sentences, and quotes in participant responses and 
transcripts.  Then, the researcher assigned a code to each significant statement.  A code is 
a “word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-
capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of the language-based or visual data” 
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(Saldaña, 2016, p. 4).  After constructing codes, the researcher began synthesizing the 
codes into categories, and then similarly synthesizing the categories into themes.  From 
emergent themes in Phases 1 and 2, the researcher was able to make an assertion from the 
data.  A key assertion is a “statement that proposes a summative, interpretive observation 
of the local contexts of the study” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 15).  An assertion tells people what 
the data is saying.  The researcher chose not to develop assertions from the data in Phase 
3.  Instead she believed that students’ reflections would be a better vessel to share their 
perspectives of their elementary school experiences.  The researcher stored the audit trail 
and all compiled data in a safe place.  After 3 years, the researcher planned to delete any 
and all files relating to this research. 
Positionality 
Researcher’s Background 
The researcher is originally from Beatrice, Nebraska, where she graduated from 
Beatrice High School.  The researcher attended Augustana College in Rock Island, 
Illinois, and studied English and writing.  After graduating from Augustana, the 
researcher continued studies in Creative Writing at the University of San Francisco.  The 
researcher has earned a Master’s in Curriculum and Instruction, and a Master’s in School 
Counseling from Doane University in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
The researcher has over 14 years of experience working in the field of education.  
Various roles include middle school language arts and reading teacher, high school 
language arts teacher, elementary school reading teacher, elementary school counselor, 
elementary behavior strategist, and Title 1 behavior intervention coordinator.  With 
experience in both school counseling and working with significant student behaviors, the 
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researcher has background knowledge on social, emotional, and behavioral interventions 
and programming.  The researcher is committed to students’ personal development and 
preparedness to thrive as productive and fulfilled citizens in an ever-changing world. 
Researcher Reflexivity 
Reflexivity is “an approach in writing qualitative research in which the writer is 
conscious of the biases, values, and experiences that he or she brings to a qualitative 
research study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 300).  The researcher has an interest in the area of 
social emotional learning and school counseling.  She has spent time studying and 
observing counseling practices and has a master’s degree in school counseling.  The 
researcher has been an elementary school counselor, implemented social emotional 
learning programs, and lobbied as part of a neighboring state’s school counselor 
association for better school counseling ratios and more funding for student mental health 
supports.  Currently, the researcher works with students who display lagging skills in the 
areas of behavior and SEL and may benefit from the findings of this study.  Having been 
a school counselor and teacher, the researcher has felt strongly about including student 
voices in this study.  Above anything else, this work has been for them. 
The researcher is aware of experiences, biases, and values that were brought to 
this study.  She is aware that student voices may ignite more emotion in her as a 
researcher.  She realizes that all student experiences are unique, and data collected in this 
study are perceptions of selected participants. 
Validation Techniques 
The researcher embedded four techniques of validity within the study in order to 
accurately represent data collected and maintain trust with the studies’ participants.  
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Maxwell (2013) provided a checklist of some of the most important validity tests that can 
be used to test validity of conclusions and the existence of potential threats to those 
conclusions.  Maxwell suggested a researcher decide the specific validity threats that are 
most serious and plausible for a study at hand, and choose strategies to best deal with 
those threats (Maxwell, 2013). 
Peer Review 
The researcher utilized one or more peer reviews to examine interview and survey 
questions, transcripts, assertions, and final data.  With the University of North Dakota 
Educational Leadership Cohort #8 working together on this similar task, peer review was 
inevitable.  By using peer reviews, the researcher hoped to reduce or eliminate her own 
biases and reactivity toward the study (Robson & McCartan, 2016).  The researcher 
consulted with a peer reviewer to explore potential biases or misinterpretations. 
Member Checks 
Maxwell (2013) interchanged this term with respondent validation.  The 
researcher used this system to gain feedback about data and assertions from participants 
of the study. 
This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 
misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective 
they have on what is going on, as well as an important way of identifying your 
biases.  (Maxwell, 2013, p. 126) 
The researcher used member checks after semi-structured interviews.  The researcher 
checked in with participants within 5 working days of concluding each interview to 
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ensure each participant was content with what they shared.  The researcher also shared 
conclusions with participants and participatory school districts. 
Triangulation 
The researcher triangulated study data by collecting information from a diverse 
range of individuals and settings, using a variety of methods (Maxwell, 2013).  
According to Maxwell, this strategy reduces the risk of “chance associations” and 
“systematic biases” due to using only one specific method.  Triangulation allows a better 
assessment of assertions.  The researcher collected information from elementary 
principals, school counselors, and teachers across the state of North Dakota; a principal, 
school counselor, parents, and students from each of three selected elementary school 
communities; and, from sixth grade students who have just completed an elementary 
school counseling program.  The researcher used a state-wide survey, semi-structured 
interviews, and student reflections for this body of research. 
Summary 
Chapter III provided a detailed description of this study’s research methodology.  
A qualitative methodology was used to examine perceptions of early social emotional 
learning interventions?? and social emotional learning in an elementary school 
counseling program and to explore state-wide recommendations for NDCC Statute 15.1-
06-19.  The research was conducted through a statewide survey, semi-structured 
interviews, and reflective questions.  Chapter IV presents the findings of this study.  
Chapter V includes a discussion of conclusions and findings, recommendations for policy 












The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of the study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding perceptions of 
participants on NDCC 15.1-06-19, elementary school counseling programs, and early 
social emotional learning.  Participants of this study included elementary school 
principals, counselors, teachers, parents, and students.  Results of this study provide 
reasoning to revise and expand North Dakota school counselor and program 
requirements.  The following research questions guided the researcher during this study: 
1. What are North Dakota public elementary school principals, teachers, and 
school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 regarding 
early social emotional learning practices in public elementary schools and 






2. What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, 
parents, and students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and 
development in an elementary school? 
3. How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 organizations’ sixth grade 
students perceive their elementary school counseling program relates to their 
elementary school experience? 
Data and findings from this study have been first reported out in the three phases 
of research and their correlation to a research question.  Next, the researcher examined 
data from a holistic viewpoint to reveal common pathways for action.  Three pathways 
emerged from the data and are explored in the Holistic Data Analysis section of this 
chapter.  Pathways for action included: (a) revising policy based on school and student 
needs, (b) implementing ASCA modeled elementary school counseling programs, and (c) 
expanding policy to include PK-12 students. 
Phase 1: Statewide Survey – Response Rate 
The researcher sent the statewide survey to 734 elementary school principals and 
school counselors across the state of North Dakota.  In the introductory email, the 
researcher invited elementary principals to send the survey to elementary teachers in their 
buildings.  Seventy-two (N = 72, 9.8%) recipients participated in the survey.  Of the 
participants, 24 identified as school principals, 42 identified as school counselors, and 6 
identified as teachers. 
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Results Related to Research Question 1 
Research Question 1 asked: What are North Dakota public elementary school 
principals, teachers, and school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 
regarding early social emotional learning practices in public elementary schools and their 
implications for change?  Seventy two North Dakota educators participated in the 
statewide survey to share their perceptions and implications for change regarding NDCC 
Statute 15.1-06-19.  From survey responses, the researcher created a data trail of 
meaningful statements, codes, categories, and themes in order to develop assertions from 
each of three response populations: North Dakota elementary school principals, North 
Dakota school counselors, and North Dakota elementary school teachers.  In Tables 5-8, 
the researcher has provided assertions that emerged from data addressing Survey 
Questions 2, 3, 5, and 6, and direct quotations from each response population for 
supportive evidence. 
First, Table 5 presents a sampling of participant perceptions on the wording of 
NDCC Statute 15.1-06-19 at the time of this study.  At the time of this research, the 
statute did not address social emotional needs of elementary students, stating: “Beginning 
with the 2010-11 school year, each school district must have available one full-time 
equivalent counselor for every three hundred students in grades seven through twelve” 
(N.D. Cent. Code, n.d., Section 15.1-06-16, para. 1).  From responses, the researcher was 







Phase 1, Survey Question 2, Assertions and Participant Evidence 
Survey Question 2 
 
NDCC 15.1-06-19 states: “Beginning with the 2010-11 school year, each school 
district must have available one full-time equivalent counselor for every three hundred 
students in grades seven through twelve” (N.D. Cent. Code, n.d., Section 15.1-06-19, 
para. 1).  What are your thoughts on this statute?  How might it be amended to meet the 
needs of the elementary students in your school or district? 
 
Assertion from Principal Respondents 
 
This policy should be amended to address lowering counselor to student ratios, 
counselor time constraints, and the number of trained counselors in schools.  These 
amendments would support providing early intervention and developing students' SEL 
skills in elementary school. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“I would much prefer that North Dakota follow guidelines suggested (or at least come 
closer to them) by the American School Counselors Association for requiring 
counseling time for elementary students!  It is shameful that ND does not yet recognize 
the critical need for counseling for elementary students.” 
 
“Right now, our counselor works hard to meet the needs of our students in the district, 
but often, she is unable to work with our elementary students because of workload 
demands at the high school level and lack of time available during the day.  I believe 
that many of our elementary students' needs are not addressed proactively so we are 
doing more remediation work later.  I think that if that statute were changed to align 
more the needs in elementary, we could prevent a lot of problems that are being created 
by a lack of services.” 
 
“One counselor to three hundred students is not enough counselor time to meeting the 
needs of elementary students especially when many small schools do not have 300 








Table 5 (continued) 
Assertion from School Counselor Respondents 
 
With amendments to the statute, such as lowering the counselor to student ratio and 
expanding the requirement to PK-12, school counselors will be able to fulfill their role 
and better meet the growing needs of all students. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“We most definitely need counselors 7-12, but we are seeing more and more anxiety, 
depression, behavior from a numerous of causes in elementary students.  Also, students 
younger and younger have access to social media and electronic devices that cause to 
the mental health concerns of these kids.  I think that it would be safe to say that kids 
are having to deal with "big people" problems at a younger age.  Kids are more 
exposed than even 10 years ago.” 
 
“The numbers are high considering the expectations of other items required of 
counselors.  Administrators don't seem to always know what counselors do.” 
 
“I feel that our state demographics have changed in the past 15 years in regard to 
poverty, family stability, and mental health metrics.  I feel that the mandate requiring 
only large schools to have a full-time counselor, but not small schools, is a disservice 
to rural students who also benefit from a full-time counselor.” 
 
“Since I am a PK-12 School Counselor, I think the Student to School Counselor ratio 
should be 300:1 based on the population the School Counselor(s) serves.  I think the 
ratio is an acceptable one.  The social emotional needs of students is higher than ever, 
and you can't forget about the academic and personal needs.  I am currently the only 
School Counselor in our District. among a few other titles.  I serve around 460 students 
PK-12 between two PK-12 buildings.  To add to that, the buildings are 35 minutes 
apart.  I spend 2.5 days in each building a week, with the exception of emergencies.” 
 
“I think it is valuable to note that, while the NDCC 15.1-06-19 statute is not perfect, it 
is something that is definitely not present in every state in the United States.  Students 
in North Dakota benefit from this statute, as there are many states that do not require 
school counselors at all.  I would like to see it amended to state that there would be one 
school counselor per every 250 STUDENTS in grade pre-school through 12 (This 
would be with the hope that North Dakota public schools would fund pre-school the 
way that other states, like Minnesota, do.).  The number 250 is more appropriate, as 
ASCA recently came out with new ratios for counselor to student.  The ratios were 





Table 5 (continued) 
Assertion from Teacher Respondents 
 
Elementary schools need counselors, and counselors need adequate time to support 
students. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“I think it is important to have that many counselors because it ensures that students 
who need help are not falling through the cracks.” 
 
“I feel that counselors are needed more now than ever.  I feel that counselors’ caseloads 
are full, and they aren’t able to fully serve students who would really benefit from their 
services because their time is limited.” 
 
“It is a good start but elementary students need support.” 
 
 
Participants made reference to recommendations set forth by ASCA.  Lowering 
the school counselor to student ratio, clarifying the school counselor role, and expanding 
the delivery model to meet needs of all PK-12 students was part of the ASCA 
recommendation.  Ever-changing student populations and increasing student needs were 
among reasons provided by participants to follow this recommendation.  ASCA 
recommendations were explored in Chapter II. 
Table 6 presents a sampling of participant perspectives on the social and 
emotional needs of an elementary-aged student.  Responses made it abundantly clear that 
all students need social emotional learning opportunities, interventions, and supports.  
Assertions derived from school counselor participants indicated that support of an 





Phase 1, Survey Question 3, Assertions and Participant Evidence 
Survey Question 3 
 
Describe the social and emotional needs of an elementary-aged student. 
 
Assertions from Principal Respondents 
 
All elementary students need SEL and mental health support at school. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“Over my 38 years as an educator (22 as school administrator), I have found students' 
traumatic experiences to have a profoundly negative effect on students' abilities to 
learn and to build healthy relationships at school.  Students come to school without 
self-regulation skills, with poor coping strategies, with anger issues, with anxiety.  
Even students who come from more stable home environments require support as they 
develop social-emotional skills.  Obviously teachers are tasked with offering such 
supports, but given the amount of responsibility that is placed on teachers for 
advancing students' academic growth, and given the numerous social-emotional and 
mental health challenges students face, teachers alone cannot provide the amount of 
support that is needed.  Counselors are also needed to bridge the divide between home 
and school in working with students who may be struggling.” 
 
“An elementary-aged student now has greater social and emotional needs than ever 
before.  We see many instances where parents are not modeling skills or are not 
involved in helping their children develop skills.  Our students need help with positive 
attitudes toward oneself, others, and tasks, better self-efficacy, real, not false, 
confidence, persistence, empathy, connection, resiliency, growth mindset, and 
commitment to school.  We really see a need for a sense of purpose.  They need to feel 
a sense of belonging and acceptance.” 
 
“In the early years students are navigating what a friendship is and how to be a friend.  
They are faced with bullying, exclusion, and are in need of working through every day 
social and emotional problem solving skills.  Far too many students come to school 
carrying heavy burdens.  Students are dealing with trauma through neglect, abuse, loss, 
and social inequities.  Students are learning in these early years how to manage and 
regulate their emotions.  Students need guidance in empathy, compassion, and 
understanding of others' differences.  Students battle feelings of loneliness and need 
support through depression.  Social media continues to become readily available at 
students younger and younger.  Students need support in navigating all the 
consequences that come from social media platforms, from bullying or being bullied, 
to predators, and inappropriate content.” 
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Table 6 (continued) 
Assertions from School Counselor Respondents 
 
• Elementary students’ SEL needs vary based on the lives and experiences of each 
individual child. 
• School counselors supporting elementary students will mediate risk factors and 
challenges coming from inequities in the home. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“The social and emotional needs of an elementary-aged student vary based on the 
individual's experience.  However, all elementary age students need support in the form 
of acceptance, positivity, and belief that they will succeed.  With this support students 
will also be able to cultivate skills for lifelong success such as grit, growth mindset, 
emotional recognition, emotional regulation, self-advocacy, and the ability to set 
goals.” 
 
“They range from I can't find my mitten to my dog died, to my dad got taken away in a 
cop car last night.  The range is so large that it's hard to believe this is what 5-9 year 
old’s are dealing with.  Some of them have huge out bursts, we are seeing more room 
clears for violent behaviors, and every year, I see an increase in not only frequency of 
aggression towards staff and students, but also a rise in the behaviors.” 
 
“There are so many needs that they have, and if they can learn to manage these feelings 
and emotions earlier in life, they be able to manage better throughout middle, high 
school and beyond.” 
 
“Preschool and elementary are a critical age for developing pro social behaviors, 
emotional regulation, and learning to identify feelings.  Many students struggle with 
regulation and friendship building skills.” 
 
“Students in the elementary ages are coming to school in higher need of learning 
coping skills and those resiliency skills that just are not being taught at home.  There is 
a large gap in the social emotional skills kids are coming to school with, and the school 








Table 6 (continued) 
Assertions from Teacher Respondents 
 
Elementary students have numerous and various basic, social, and emotional needs that 
an elementary school counselor can support. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“Many students are coming to school lacking basic social skills needed to be able to 
collaborate with their teachers and peers.  A lot of students are coming from split 
families, blended families, families that are non-traditional, drug or alcohol abuse, 
sexual abuse, violence, etc. and they need more help than their teacher can offer.” 
 
“I have seen a lot of students that have basic needs that are not being met.  I think that 
students sometimes tell these things to counselors easier than to teachers.  We may be 
able to recognize and assist with their needs sooner if a counselor were available.  
Also, trauma or stress that students endure which may manifest differently than what I 
may think to look for, but a counselor would be trained to look for.” 
 
“In the early years, students are navigating what a friendship is and how to be a friend.  
They are faced with bullying, exclusion, and are in need of working through every day 
social and emotional problem-solving skills.  Far too many students come to school 
carrying heavy burdens.  Students are dealing with trauma through neglect, abuse, loss, 
and social inequities.  Students are learning in these early years how to manage and 
regulate their emotions.  Students need guidance in empathy, compassion, and 
understanding of others' differences.  Students battle feelings of loneliness and need 
support through depression.  Social media continues to become readily available at 
students younger and younger.  Students need support in navigating all the 
consequences that come from social media platforms, from bullying or being bullied, 
to predators, and inappropriate content.” 
 
 
According to participants, along with mediating challenges, social emotional 
support from an elementary school counselor would meet needs of students by laying a 
foundation for emotional regulation, resiliency, pro-social behaviors, and positive 
relationships.  Participants indicated that the gap for students’ in these areas is widening.  
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Participants believe that a school counselor is trained to recognize such gaps and support 
students through instruction and intervention. 
Table 7 presents perceived barriers preventing students’ social and emotional 
needs from being met.  At times, perceived barriers were dependent upon location and 
resource availability.  However, some barriers, such as funding, training, and recruitment 
of qualified personnel, were perceived throughout the state. 
Table 7 
Phase 1, Survey Question 5, Assertions and Participant Evidence 
Survey Question 5 
 
Describe any perceived barriers in place preventing these needs from being met. 
 
Assertions from Principal Respondents 
 
School system barriers – funding, qualified personnel, adequate training, and time – 
along with community barriers – COVID quarantines and missing supports from 
community and/or home – make implementing SEL and mental health supports in 
elementary schools challenging. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“One of our major barriers is that we are a very rural school.  If students need intense 
services, they can miss up to a half a day to go get those services outside of our district.  
We don't have any specific "towns" to build partnerships with when it comes to 
counseling services.” 
 
“Money!!!  We lack the funding to support this endeavor.  There needs to be a full-time 
counselor and then some!” 
 
“Time requirements and the lack of a consistent counselor are the main barriers we 
face.” 
 
“When counselors are not required in schools (by state mandates), funding such 
positions is especially challenging.” 
 
“Time, children who need it the most often have parents who fear counselors because 
of mandatory reporting, costs.” 
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Table 7 (continued) 
Assertions from School Counselor Respondents 
 
Barriers to SEL implementation include finances, school climate, counselor role 
confusion, and adequate time. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“Perceived barriers might include but are not limited to the current stigma around 
mental health and lack of emphasis/importance placed on the need to cultivate the 
development of socio-emotional education.  The role of mental health or 'soft skill' 
providers is also unclear.  Many providers are finding themselves performing duties 
that do not directly relate to the needs of their jobs/students.  The lack of funding for 
more counselor hires as well as lack of implementation of social workers within a 
school setting also hinders the ability to fully perform many of the duties assigned to 
mental health workers in place.” 
 
“Counselors do struggle with others misunderstanding their roles, and often they wind 
up being assigned duties that are not conducive to counseling, or take away time from 
counseling.  I, myself, have, and also know of counselors being assigned to lunch duty, 
recess duty, various clerical tasks, all of which takes away from being able to provide 
services to students.  Also, I have had the role of disciplinarian, which was extremely 
counterproductive to then trying to counsel a student.” 
 
“One barrier is the usual lack of funding for personnel for these ‘social-emotional’ 
positions as well as lack of support for these positions at times.  Another barrier is the 
lack of focus of SEL, especially in the younger grades.  We are missing the boat with 
these kids (especially Kindergarten) because we are so academically focused.  There 
has to be a balance.” 
 
“School Counselor availability – we have one full time for almost 400 students who 
have 75% of students who receive free and reduced meals.  Other perceived barriers 
would include time.  Teachers are required to do many hours of testing and various 
programs to enhance their academic learning, but that leaves little time for social 
emotional skills.” 
 
Assertions from Teacher Respondents 
 
Students, teachers, and counselors encounter barriers while trying to meet student SEL 






Table 7 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“unsafe home environments, insufficient sleep, insufficient nutrition” 
 
“too large of class sizes that prevent students from being recognized as an individual” 
 





Considering perceptions of participants regarding barriers, the researcher asserts 
that by following ASCA recommendations for school counseling programs, barriers such 
as time constraints, role confusion, and school counselor to student ratios could be 
resolved.  Additionally, by revising current policy to include all PK-12 students, barriers 
such as funding and mental health stigma could be addressed. 
Finally, Table 8 presents additional information shared by respondents.  
Participating principals, counselors, and teachers agreed that early SEL instruction, 
interventions, and supports are needed.  Similar to responses from Survey Question 5,  
this could be done through effective policy change and overcoming impeding barriers. 
Table 8 
Phase 1, Survey Question 6, Assertions and Participant Evidence 
Survey Question 6 
 
Is there anything else you would like to share regarding social emotional learning in 
the elementary school? 
 
Assertions from Principal Respondents 
 
Overcoming barriers and effective policy change will address educator concerns and 
provide much needed early student supports in school. 
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Table 8 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“I have no doubt that a child's social emotional well-being directly impacts his/her 
ability to learn and grow.  A student's academic achievement is highly unlikely to 
increase unless a student's social-emotional needs are being met.” 
 
“In my 20+ years the need has continued to increase each year.  This is a problem that 
will not just go away.  We, as a society, have to embrace it, and work to help our kids 
and families deal with the difficulties in their lives.” 
 
“I would like to emphasize the importance of meeting social and emotional needs 
through SEL in the elementary school before big issues arise later as a result of the lack 
of it.” 
 
“I love that this is a recognized focus in student instruction.  This has been a missing 
element of focus in school buildings.  Many great educators have realized this need for 
years.  Now with the SEL focus, resources, and strategies, we are able to make a 
concerted emphasis of educating the whole child.” 
 
Assertions from School Counselor Respondents 
 
Despite the challenges, early SEL instruction and intervention is an important 
foundation for elementary students. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“SEL in schools seems to be very readily focused on and available for larger districts.  
Smaller schools and more rural environments struggle to have these same supports.  
Often rural districts also fight against generational stigmas and pushback in regard to 
addressing SEL benefits and needs.  When teachers and other educators also hold these 
stigmas, it becomes additionally challenging for a single counselor in charge of the 
entire district to be able to break those barriers single handedly.” 
 
“Maslow before Blooms!” 
 
“If there is a focus on social emotional learning, the result will be improved academics 
and lowered behavioral issues.” 
 
“We are at a critical time where school counselors should be in our elementary schools.  
We are seeing more anxiety and depression than ever.  I do think our education system 




Table 8 (continued) 
 
academically. They don't get to be "little" very long which also attributes to their social 
and emotional development.” 
 
“I do not think I can stress enough that I believe it is vital to start with the younger kids 
about being as strong as possible with social emotional learning.” 
 
“I think SEL used to be an inherent part of elementary school classrooms but now 
when the academic rigor is so tight, the classroom teacher is very focused on learning 
and testing. Also, it seems students used to come to kindergarten with more social 
skills but all activities are so structured there isn't as much social learning, families are 
small so there isn't a lot of give and take learned with siblings and screen time has 
caused kids to be less truly social.” 
 
“It is vitally important for the future of our children. These children are going to be 
leaders of our country. Social-emotional learning has to be valued and taught!” 
 
Assertions from Teacher Respondents 
 
SEL is important and needs to start at an early age. All students should have access to 
counseling. 
 
Quotations as Evidence 
 
“I think SEL is so important and students need to feel safe, secure, loved, and healthy 
now more than ever.” 
 
“Social emotional learning starts at an early age and it is so important that all students 
have access to counseling services.” 
 
 
Participants indicated no rebuttal against the importance of student mental health 
and early social emotional learning.  Instead, participants acknowledged a need existed 
and begged for a pathway to implement more support for younger students. 
Question 4 in the statewide survey included space for participants to list 
strategies, curricula, programs, and personnel that helped meet needs of students in their 
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buildings.  The researcher began analyzing responses by grouping similarities together.  
In Table 9, strategies, curricula, programs, and personnel for meeting needs of elementary 
students across North Dakota are categorized and grouped into similar strands. 
Table 9 
Strategies, Curriculum and Programs, and Personnel Meeting SEL Needs of Students 
Survey Question 4: List strategies, curriculum, programs, and personnel that support 
meeting the needs that you described. 
Strategies Curriculum & Programs Personnel 
• Behavior intervention plans, 
functional behavior assessments, 
individualized education plans, 
504 plans, cognitive behavior 
therapy, solution focused therapy 
• Class buddy system, student 
breaks, safe room, community 
circles, dramatic play 
• Classroom counseling lessons, 
classroom lessons, classroom 
social skill lessons 
• Counselor training, staff training 
on trauma sensitive schools, staff 
training on compassionate 
support, ACE training 
• Family support, referrals to 
outside resources 
• In person counseling 
• Individuals with high needs, 
individual intervention, 
individual counseling 
• Online: Zoom, Google classroom 
counseling 
• Positive connections, build trust, 
school-wide rules and 
procedures, supportive culture, 
positive behavior interventions, 
high expectations, token 
economy system  
• Small groups of students with 
similar needs 
• 7 Mindsets 
• ASCA national model 
• Career education 
• CASEL core competencies 
• CHAMPS 
• Character Counts 
• Character programming 
• CICO 
• Conscious discipline 
• Curriculum found on 
teachers’ pay teachers 
• ESGI – Social emotional 
screener 
• Every Monday Matters 




• Olweus Bullying Prevention 
• PBIS 
• Positive Action 
• Responsive Classroom 
• Restorative Justice 
• Ron Clark System 
• RTI 
• Sanford Harmony 
• Second Step 
• Social thinking 
• Sources of Strength 
• Stop, Breath, Think app 
• Substance abuse prevention 
program 




• Community members, 
families, county health 
workers, mental health 
professionals. tele-
med 
• Entire staff 
• MTSS behavior team, 
behaviorist 
• Paraprofessionals 
• School counselor, PK-
12 counselor 
• School psychologist 
• School social worker 






Responses to Survey Question 4 made it clear that a lot is being done already in 
North Dakota in regards to meeting social emotional needs of students.  Participants 
shared many strategies, curricula, programs, and personnel that have contributed to 
current practices (at the time of this study) meeting those needs.  With so much already 
being done, the researcher was able to attribute participant concern to a need for more 
time, personnel, and professional development in the area of social emotional learning.  
Based on participant responses, the researcher asserts that through policy expansion and 
revision and barrier removal, early social emotional learning supports, instruction, and 
interventions will benefit all PK-12 learners. 
Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interviews 
In the second phase of the study, the researcher conducted semi-structured 
interviews with eight participants (N = 8) from selected North Dakota PK-12 schools in 
order to gather a more intimate look at student SEL and counseling supports in 
elementary schools.  Of the participants, two identified as elementary school principals, 
two identified as elementary school counselors, two identified as having a shared role of 
teacher and parent, and two identified as elementary school students.  Similar to Phase 1 
of this study, and in order to honor participant responses without inserting her own 
biases, the researcher took participant responses through a coding process for each of the 
sub-questions of Research Question 2.  The researcher created a data trail of meaningful 
statements, codes, and categories in order to reveal assertions that emerged from 
analyzing interview data.  Results are organized by Research Question 2, Sub-Questions 




Results Related to Research Question 2 
Research Question 2 asked: What do stakeholders, including principals, school 
counselors, teachers, parents, and students, from three North Dakota PK-12 
organizations:  
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and 
development in an elementary school? 
Table 10 presents assertions that emerged from interview data to answer Research 
Question 2a. 
Table 10 
Phase 2, Research Question 2a 
Research Question 2a 
 
What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, parents, and 
students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
 
Assertions from Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
Despite challenges with role confusion and job assignments, elementary school 
counselors support students through various delivery methods. 
 
The elementary school counselor role includes: individual counseling, small group 
counseling, proactive classroom SEL lessons, teacher and family collaboration, and 
wrap-around student support. 
 
 
When participants were asked what they perceived as elementary school 
counseling programs, two categories emerged.  First, participants shared their knowledge 
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of the role a school counselor fulfills in a school setting.  These perceptions included: 
counselors meet with children individually, counselors run small groups for various 
topics, counselors teach weekly lessons, counselors hold class meetings, counselors 
practicing missing skills, counselors help develop 504 plans, and counselors provide 
outside-of-school referrals to community supports.  Second, participants shared the 
challenges faced by elementary school counselors.  The challenges included: splitting 
time between schools, having a lot on their plate, lack of resources, wide-spread roles in 
schools, and unclear roles in schools. 
Table 11 summarizes assertions that emerged from interview data to answer 
Research Question 2b. 
Table 11 
Phase 2, Research Question 2b 
Research Question 2b 
 
What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, parents, and 
students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
 
Assertions from Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
Social emotional needs are dependent on school demographics and student population. 
 
Having solid SEL programming that meets the needs of all students helps students be 
better prepared to concentrate and learn in a classroom. 
 
 
When participants were asked to describe social emotional learning, two 
categories emerged.  First, participants perceived social emotional needs are dependent 
on student populations and school/community demographics.  These perceptions emerged 
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from claims such as: students have a wide range of needs dependent on their 
backgrounds, families have neglected to teach social skills, some schools have high-
mobility rates, there are so many kids that don’t have mentors, students need to know 
they are safe, and basic needs are needed first.  Second, participants viewed SEL 
programming as beneficial, sharing: having solid SEL programming helps meet students 
with those needs.  It instills a sense of belonging, safety, and feeling loved.  SEL 
programming teaches ways to deal with feelings that are socially appropriate. 
Table 12 summarizes assertions that emerged from interview data to answer 
Research Question 2c. 
Table 12 
Phase 2, Research Question 2c 
Research Question 2c 
 
What do stakeholders, including principals, school counselors, teachers, parents, and 
students, from three North Dakota PK-12 organizations: 
c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and development 
in an elementary school? 
 
Assertions from Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
Schools need lower ratios, a counselor in every building, and defined counselor roles 
and responsibilities. 
 
Early SEL programming is needed, but requirements should depend on a school's 
demographics and students’ needs. 
 
 
Participants shared beliefs of what should be in place for students’ social 
emotional growth and development in an elementary school.  Three categories emerged 
from participant responses. First, participants shared their perceptions on SEL 
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programming.  Rather than a “one-size-fits-all” approach, participants again shared that 
programming should be based on student and school needs.  According to participants, 
this consideration should also be made when determining an appropriate student to 
counselor ratio.  Considerations to factor into this decision would be: free and reduced 
lunch population, mobility rates, English Language Learners, McKinney Vento students, 
IEP/504 students, access to community resources, and location of school.  Regardless of 
differentiating factors, participants shared that early SEL is needed and the earlier the 
better. Second, participants shared various needs that should be met at school.  These 
needs ranged from basic needs (food, warmth, sleep) to social needs (friendships, trusted 
adults, acceptance), to emotional needs (esteem, regulation skills).  Third, participants 
addressed perceived barriers preventing student and school needs from being met.  These 
barriers included: time, funding, unnecessary duties put on counselors, higher mental 
health needs than ever before, external inequities, and students coming to school with 
fewer social skills in their toolbox than in the past. 
Phase 3: Student Reflections 
The researcher presented student reflection questions to 144 sixth grade students 
(N = 144) in one North Dakota education PK-12 organization.  Each sixth grader attended 
an elementary school with a school counselor working either full-time or shared between 
two buildings.  Questions asked reflected upon that elementary experience. 
Throughout this dissertation process, the researcher was committed to having 
student voices in her study.  Her rationale was that if end results were to provide better 
support for students in North Dakota, students in North Dakota should be involved in 
expressing what that support would look or feel like.  In order to hold true to that 
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sentiment, the researcher coded and categorized student responses.  Then, the researcher 
provided quotations as evidence for each of the categories.  These quotations are 
unaltered and verbatim as they were submitted in writing to the researcher. 
Results Related to Research Question 3 
Research Question 3 asked: How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 
organizations’ sixth grade students perceive their elementary school counseling program 
relates to their elementary school experience?  Participant responses were sorted into five 
categories: traits of elementary school counselor, student perceptions of school counselor, 
elementary counseling topics, student support delivery methods, and my counselor taught 
me.  Table 13 presents samples of responses for each of these categories. 
Table 13 
Phase 3, Research Question 3, Categories and Student Quotes as Evidence 
Research Question 3 
 
How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 organizations’ sixth grade students 
perceive their elementary school counseling program relates to their elementary school 
experience? 
 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: Traits of Elementary School Counselor 
 
“she was kind and understanding and she was helpful to me by being someone I could 
talk to” 
 
“A lot of people helped me out in elementary school.  Most notably was the counselors.  
They were kind, listening, and helped me through a ton of different situations.  Like 
when I had a ton of stress laid on me.  They helped me pull through, and remove some 
of that stress from my life.  I can't thank them enough” 
 
“I liked my counselor a lot she was REALLY nice and funny and was easy to talk to” 
 
“She can to talk to us about if we have any stress at home, that she will always be there 
for us.” 
 
“she always told us she was there to talk to and if we had any problems to go to her.” 
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Table 13 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: Student Perceptions of School Counselor 
 
“She was always the one who can cheer you up and I got so used to her that I called her 
grandma a couple times” 
 
“my counselor, they helped me get through some stuff and helped me a lot, My 
counselor also gave my family some stuff for our house and other stuff” 
 
“If you had something to talk about, she would let you do so and if you needed help 
she would give it to you.” 
 
“I remember the counselor having a big impact on the elementary school I went to, she 
all ways was kind to the kids that wanted or needed help.” 
 
“I remember I would go there sometimes with a friend and we would explain what was 
going on and she helped fix what was going on.” 
 
“She was very kind and helpful she would spend time with me and make my life a lot 
better.” 
 
“She was nice and outgoing, just about everyone loved her.  She always tried to have 
fun lessons and keep away sad stuff.” 
 
“My elementary counselor was amazing she helped a lot at school and taught as many 
things, and she had always tried to make her lessons fun and everyone liked when she 
came to our classroom and teach us.” 
 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: Elementary Counseling Topics 
 
“The counselor because when my grandpa died in 1st grade it was kind of hard for the 
first few days so I went to my counselor and she helped me learn a few strategies to 
help me get through it.” 
 
“My counselor did Second Step lessons in my school and whenever we needed help 
with something, she would help us.  In fifth grade I was a student leader and my 
counselor lead that and helped us with that.” 
 
“My elementary school counselor gave us lessons about empathy, feelings, and 
calming down.  She gave those lessons from when I was little at the school until I was 
in Fourth grade.  Last year in 5th grade she started doing Sources of Strength instead.  
You could also visit her if you were having problems with a friend, problems at home, 
or drama with a lot of people.” 
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Table 13 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: Elementary Counseling Topics (continued) 
 
“My elementary school counselor taught us how to calm down and how to have a 
balanced healthy life and helped people cope with losses and anxiety etc.” 
 
“She was kind, caring, and wanted to know what would help you best with learning 
and friend at school.  Most of all I remember that she was always there for you when 
you needed her.” 
 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: Student Support Delivery Methods 
 
“My counselor at my elementary school would come in to the classroom and talk and 
we would share, and then if we had any problems, she would either call us down or 
come and get us.” 
 
“My elementary school counselor came in for class and showed us lessons.  She also 
said that if someone need help come to her office and if she wasn't there, they would 
make a time.  She also ran a student programs and clubs” 
 
“She came into our classrooms and was there for like an hour.  She also let kids come 
into her office whenever if she was in there to talk to her.” 
 
“A giant role that my school counselor played was to direct a bunch of small programs 
which children could attend if they needed help, whatever the problem was.” 
 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: My Counselor Taught Me  
 
“It taught me to be myself and it's ok to not be that good at a certain topic.” 
 
“She helped me get over the fear of putting myself out there and having others that you 
can talk to about those problems.” 
 
“It helped me understand that I can share my feelings with peers and learn how to talk 
to teachers more.” 
 
“That I can always have a person in the school that I can trust.” 
 
“Elementary school helped lay down the basics, and helped my social interaction skills.  
After meeting with the counselor a couple of times, it helped reduce stress, and helped 
me calm down.  Now, whenever I have a problem, my first instinct is to tell an adult.  




Table 13 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence for Category: My Counselor Taught Me (continued) 
 
“It helps me trust the people around me and academics wise it help me remember that 
school will be tough but all you have to do is do your hardest and you will Succeed” 
 
“They taught me how to work in groups, be respectful, and managing anger.” 
 
“Elementary school prepared me for Middle school by teaching me how to cooperate 
with others and teachers.” 
 
 
Student participants used verbs such as: helped, taught, prepared, understood, 
trusted, believed, and loved when describing their school counselor.  Participants 
indicated that their school counselor helped reduce stress and build esteem.  Their school 
counselor taught emotional regulation and conflict resolution.  Their school counselor 
was the one person who could be trusted at school.  Their school counselor believed in 
each student.  Finally their school counselor made each student feel loved. 
Participants shared to varying degrees how well they knew their school counselor.  
For some, a weekly or bi-weekly classroom lesson was the extent of their relationship.  
For others, their counselor was described as a constant figure in their elementary school 
experience. 
For Question 5 of the questions asked sixth graders, participants described the 
most challenging part of elementary school.  The researcher separated answers into two 
categories: academic challenges and social emotional challenges.  Forty-four percent 
(44%) of student responses described an academic challenge; 56% described a social 
emotional challenge.  The researcher chose to separate participant answers in this way to 
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bring light to student perceptions of elementary school challenges.  In Table 14, student 
quotations are provided as evidence and examples of the challenges described. 
Table 14 
Phase 3, Reflective Question 5, Elementary School Challenges 
Reflective Question 5 
 
Describe the most challenging part about elementary school. 
 
Quotations as Evidence – Academic Challenges (44% of Responses) 
 
“Not having a lot of time to work because we always had to switch subjects.” 
 
“Math was pretty hard but I asked my parents for help and then I got it down” 
 
“Probably math because I didn't know how to do the math problems.” 
 
“I had a struggle with writing. I was not the best at grammar.” 
 
“The most challenging part of elementary school was the 40 book challenge.” 
 
“probably not sharing my science presentation (due to COVID) that I worked hard on” 
 
“I had a hard time in reading” 
 
Quotations as Evidence – Social Emotional Challenges (56% of Responses) 
 
“The most challenging part of elementary school was maintaining my picture.  I was 
known as the guy who was smart, the person that goofed off, the man with a million 
jokes, etc.  However, none of them new about how much stress was put on me.  I've 
been smart back then, so I was known to being incredibly smart.  But having no choice 
but to always cram, and try to become smarter was too much stress.” 
 
“The most challenging part of school for me was making new friends every year.” 
 
“Probably getting over my separation anxiety about my parents.  It was hard for me to 
get near the end of the day and not worry about them not being there.” 
 





Table 14 (continued) 
Quotations as Evidence – Social Emotional Challenges (56% of Responses) 
 
“The hardest part was the challenge of getting through a day not being stressed or 
thinking or over think things” 
 
“The most challenging thing about elementary school was probably trying to find the 
right person to talk to, but the thing is that I had A LOT of friends I could of talk to but 
I decided maybe they would tell people.  I was just worried but then I went the 
counselor and that was a good idea.” 
 
“The most challenging part for me was learning how to work with groups.” 
 




Exploring challenges through the categories of “Academic Challenges” and 
“Social Emotional Challenges” allowed the researcher to explore the balance of these 
challenges through the lens of student perspectives.  To mediate the outcomes of 
academic challenges, schools have policies, systems, and personnel in place.  An example 
of this would be reading or math intervention classes with guaranteed and viable 
curriculum, adequate time, and clear standards supported by policy.  The same level of 
support is not currently available to help mediate outcomes of social emotional 
challenges. 
Holistic Data Analysis 
While exploring emergent assertions from all three phases of this study, the 
researcher constructed three pathways to move participants’ perceptions into action 
through a revision of NDCC 15.1-06-19: revising policy based on school and student 
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needs, implementing ASCA modeled elementary school counseling programs, and 
expanding policy to include PK-12 grade students, not just 7-12 grade students. 
Pathway 1: Revising Policy Based on School and Student Needs 
When asked for their perceptions regarding the NDCC 15.1-06-19 policy in place 
at the time of this study, 100% of the statewide survey and semi-structured interview 
participants suggested changes were needed in order to meet needs of elementary school-
aged students.  Suggested changes ranged from lowering the counselor to students ratio, 
diversifying supports based on school needs, and providing to students topic specific 
school counselors, such as Career and Technical Education (CTE) counselors, SEL 
counselors, and mental health counselors.  Many participants who identified as a school 
counselor suggested aligning statewide school counseling programs with the 250:1 
student to school counseling ratio recommended by ASCA.  For example, one respondent 
said: 
The American School Counselor Association recommends 250 students to one 
full time counselor.  I believe that should be for all levels.  Especially in the 
elementary years, social emotional learning is crucial to ensure students' readiness 
to navigate current and future interactions in life. 
Another respondent said: 
I would like to see it amended to state that there would be one school counselor 
per every 250 students in grade pre-school through 12.  The number 250 is more 
appropriate, as ASCA recently came out with new ratios for counselor to student.  
The ratios were 1:300 when NDCC 15.1-06-19 was put into place, but it is no 
longer the ratio recognized. 
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A third respondent stated, “I would love to see the ratio of school counselor time to be 
updated and for ND to lead the way and make student need a priority.” 
Along with lowering the counselor to student ratio, some participants suggested 
looking into school-specific and student-specific needs when determining personnel and 
support needed.  The researcher received this recommendation in the statewide survey 
and then explored it further in semi-structured interviews.  Participants asserted that not 
all North Dakota schools have the same needs.  When the state hosts rural schools, urban 
schools, high-poverty, high-mobility, culturally diverse, and affluent schools, 
diversifying requirements for student support may be a necessary consideration.  For 
example, one respondent stated, “I think we also need to look at the specific 
demographics of our school; free and reduced, IEP/504/ EL/homelessness, etc.”  Another 
replied: 
So my wondering would be what they're factoring in with that 300?  Is it a matrix 
thing?  Are they considering free and reduced and mobility and some of the other 
factors that tie into a Title One school?  Three hundred in one place could look 
very different in 300 in another. 
A third respondent explained: 
It depends on the needs of the family and school community.  We have a transient 
population, so they need to feel acceptance and support when they come to a new 
school.  We also have families that need connections to outside resources such as 
food, transportation, and outside mental health support.” 
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Survey and interview participants also suggested expanding NDCC policy from 
Grades 7-12 to Grades PK-12.  Rationale for this suggestion was to provide a foundation 
earlier in children’s education citing Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, to be proactive in 
support and intervention, and to adhere to science that has already proven the connection 
between emotional intelligence and academic intelligence.  One respondent suggested: 
Elementary student needs should outweigh high school needs when it comes to 
the social emotional education that needs to take place at the younger grade 
levels.  In order for a good amount of SEL education to take place, we need to be 
able to do prevention. 
Being proactive and preventative would include direct instruction of social and emotional 
learning skills.  From this perspective, by approaching student needs from the lens of 
prevention, more work would be done at the elementary level resulting in fewer needs as 
students progress through middle and high school.  Another respondent stated, 
“Elementary school is the foundation of meeting students’ needs.  Looking at school 
counselors as the foundation of social emotional learning is key for the success of our 
students.”  A third respondent explained, “Social emotional learning is essential for 
students to have as a foundation before they can even begin to retain academic 
information.”  And yet another respondent said, “I think that PK through six need to have 
regular counseling.  Once students get to be 11-12, they have already developed habits 
that will inhibit their success, and these habits could have been prevented with class/small 
group counseling.”  One participant said, “I have no doubt that a child's social emotional 
well-being directly impacts his/her ability to learn and grow.  A student's academic 
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achievement is highly unlikely to increase unless a student's social-emotional needs are 
being met.” 
Finally, participants recognized that many North Dakota elementary schools 
already have successful school counseling programs.  Answers to Phase 1, Survey 
Question 3, of this study suggested there have been common strategies and curricula 
being used.  However, participants suggested putting this practice into policy.  This may, 
they believe, help with several of the barriers, including funding.  For example, one 
respondent stated, “When counselors are not required in schools (by state mandates), 
funding such positions is especially challenging.”  Another said, “I agree with your study, 
that we do need a requirement in NDCC that states each elementary school is required to 
have counselor time.”  A third suggested, “Administration, school board, teachers need 
buy in as still see priorities in other areas.  Needs to be a whole school approach.  
Funding – seems the mental health needs of students are increasing.”  One respondent 
elaborated on needs: 
One barrier is the usual lack of funding for personnel for these “social-emotional” 
positions as well as lack of support for these positions at times.  Another barrier is 
the lack of focus of SEL especially in the younger grades.  We are missing the 
boat with these kids (especially Kindergarten) because we are so academically 
focused.  There has to be a balance. 
The general consensus of respondents’ perceptions recognized support, funding, 
and time as major barriers to meeting social emotional needs of some of the youngest 
students.  Another need is stakeholder buy-in that investment in student social emotional 
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learning and mental health is an investment worth making.  Internal and external 
stakeholders alike need to understand student and school needs in this area. 
Pathway 2: Implementing ASCA Modeled Elementary School Counseling Programs 
Elementary school counseling programs would provide SEL for all students as a 
Tier 1 instructional practice.  Participants of the statewide survey, semi-structured 
interviews, and student reflections expressed appreciation of this or the potential for this.  
There was an apparent appreciation for Tier 1 programming of SEL.  Some students only 
show what they need through behaviors – but individuals could be missing some needed 
behaviors.  One participant cited that it is important to have SEL for all students, because 
often only the loudest, most disruptive or most demanding students get the time of school 
support personnel.  Having a school counseling program in place that follows 
recommendations of the ASCA model would ensure all students receive the support they 
need.  One participant explained, “Every student needs some time.  The squeaky wheel 
gets the grease, and that makes it hard for those that do not speak up and need help also.” 
A student also chimed in on this topic.  Recognizing that the school counselor was 
busy and limited on time, and seeing that some of their classmates had higher needs that 
she did, this student chose not to go to the school counselor for help.  “She was very 
helpful, but I was never really with her, because I didn't want to waste her time when she 
could be helping someone else that needs it more than me.” 
Having enough time to support all students was one of the most mentioned 
barriers for implementing effective school counseling programs.  Inadequate time goes 
hand in hand with the suggestion to lower the counselor to student ratio.  Counselors, 
principals, and teachers recognized there are many academic demands placed on students.  
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With more counselors and more time with those counselors, students could experience 
more success in academic areas and learn strategies for how to balance the demands 
placed on them.  One respondent explained, “The biggest barrier for school counselors is 
time.  Adequate time without being bogged down with extensive extra duties.  Students’ 
social emotional needs should be our number one concern.”  Other respondents agreed.  
“Time – there is never enough time to fully support all needs.  Too many students with 
too many needs.  It sometimes feels the needs are bigger than can be met by a school 
counselor during the school day.”  “Time requirements and the lack of a consistent 
counselor are the main barriers we face.”  “I feel that counselors are needed more now 
than ever.  I feel that counselors’ caseloads are full, and they aren’t able to fully serve 
students who would really benefit from their services because their time is limited.”  
Time cannot be created; however with an adequate ratio that follows the 
recommendations set forth by ASCA and clarity of a counselor’s role in a school, time 
can be allocated more appropriately to best meet the needs of a school’s students. 
School counselors, principals, and teachers also recognized that to some people, 
roles of support personnel are often confusing and unclear.  Schools are busy places and 
support personnel – like school counselors – often find themselves with supervisory 
tasks, disciplinarian roles, or filling in as needed by administration.  In both the survey 
and interviews, participants expressed a need to clarify school counselor roles so 
counselors do not find themselves too bogged down with other assigned duties.  For 
example, one person wrote, “District admin[istration] not understanding the role of a 
counselor is a barrier.”  One respondent added: 
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Counselors do struggle with others misunderstanding their roles, and often they 
wind up being assigned duties that are not conducive to counseling, or take away 
time from counseling.  I, myself, have, and also know of counselors being 
assigned to lunch duty, recess duty, various clerical tasks, all of which takes away 
from being able to provide services to students.  Also, I have had the role of 
disciplinarian, which was extremely counterproductive to then, trying to counsel a 
student. 
Another respondent agreed: 
As a K-12 school counselor, my time and attention are often siphoned away from 
the core responsibilities of my job to tasks that the district finds necessary to 
complete but is unable to devote time or attention to without assigning them to me 
since I am not a classroom teacher.  These tasks can range from implementing 
district wide academic testing to overseeing our 504 program and acting as the 
homeless liaison.  Those extra commitments take time away from scheduling 
individual or small group meetings with students, having time to observe 
classrooms, working with teachers on disciplinary co-teaching projects, and more. 
A third respondent explained: 
I think it could help greatly if school counselors were not always looked to as the 
assessment coordinators (this takes 6 weeks/year away from me in terms of 
getting into classrooms and disrupts my individual sessions with students), 
homeless liaisons (I spent nearly 2 days on this at the start of the year when I 
could have been meeting with students to assess their needs following and in the 
midst of a pandemic), and foster care liaisons (I have not started this yet so not 
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sure how much time it may take), and if non-school counselor duties would be 
taken more seriously (e.g. lunch and recess duties, subbing in classrooms, etc.).  I 
believe it's the use of time that becomes the biggest challenge.  Another barrier is 
simply the number of requirements teachers are supposed to get in as well . . . 
getting "extra" time in a classroom can be tough as teachers just don't have much 
time to give.” 
When an effective school counseling program is in place, multiple delivery 
methods would be used to meet the needs of all students and provide interventions to 
some students as needed.  School counselors take part in the safety and security of school 
buildings by providing wrap-around services, community referrals, and pathways to 
external mental health support.  School counselors help families secure food, clothing, 
transportation, and other basic necessities by working with community organizations 
willing to partner.  One respondent explained: 
Our school counselor helps with the school-wide incentive program.  It’s called 
“caught being good.”  We use tickets throughout the day to recognize students 
that are doing a great job.  We try to find a kid that hasn’t gotten one and look for 
an opportunity to give him or her one.  So that ties right into the social emotional.  
You’re being recognized.  We’re proud of you. 
One student respondent explained, “The counselors were the most helpful because they 
helped me with more problems such as problems that my family was going through.”  
One parent explained, “She actually told us about the UND counseling program where 




Pathway 3: Expanding Policy to Include PK-12 Students 
Finally, across all three phases of the research and all participant populations, it 
was recognized that a revision of NDCC 15.1-06-19 would be an investment in the 
human capital of North Dakota.  By having an earlier introduction to SEL in the 
elementary years, school personnel would have an opportunity to catch deficits and 
provide interventions for SEL at a Tier 2 and Tier 3 level.  This proactive approach could 
lend itself to better student achievement outcomes later in school.  One respondent said: 
I believe that SEL is very important for all students, not just 6-12 graders.  If we 
teach the children at a younger age, I believe that these skills will be learned 
earlier and have more impact on their whole lives. 
Another respondent said, “This is probably one of the most transferable and applicable 
things that can be taught, yet it is what is implemented often the least.”  A third 
respondent explained, “Especially in the elementary years, social emotional learning is 
crucial to ensure students' readiness to navigate current and future interactions in life.” 
One respondent discussed why SEL is so important in lower grades compared to 
upper grades: 
I think the statute places emphasis on making sure middle and high school 
students have professional support to create academic and career plans as they 
navigate their school career toward graduation, but it does not take into account 
that some of the most determinative habits that students develop happen in 
elementary school which will later heavily influence their secondary experience 
and subsequently the choices they make after graduation.” 
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Other respondents agreed.  “I would like to emphasize the importance of meeting social 
and emotional needs through SEL in the elementary school before big issues arise later as 
a result of the lack of it.”  “If we could address these needs beginning in early elementary 
school, we actually might make a difference!!!” 
In summary of the response analysis, a revision of NDCC 15.1-06-19 may lead to 
students with positive social emotional and regulation strategies, skills to develop and 
maintain positive relationships, and improved school success academically, emotionally 
and socially.  It may lead to consistent social emotional programming across the state 
with opportunities to maintain funding long-term.  The revision may lead to a decrease in 
student mental health crises and likewise improved school success academically, 
emotionally, and socially. 
Summary 
In summary, Chapter IV provided a detailed description and representation of this 
study’s research findings.  The data was first reported out individually for each of the 
three phases of the research and in correlation to each of the study’s three research 
questions.  Then the researcher presented a conceptual framework that captured three 
common themes from participants: suggestions for policy change, effective 
implementation of elementary school counseling programs, and strategic early 
interventions.  Chapter V includes a discussion of conclusions and findings, 











CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 
The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of the study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding participants’ 
perceptions on NDCC 15.1-06-19, elementary school counseling programs, and early 
social emotional learning.  Participants included elementary school principals, 
counselors, teachers, parents, and sixth grade students.  Findings of this study provided 
rationale to revise and expand NDCC 15.1-06-19’s school counselor and social emotional 
learning requirements in support of the NDMTSS-SEL initiative and in response to 
growing mental health concerns affecting students across the state.  Participant 
perceptions revealed an understanding of the importance of early SEL instruction and 
intentional interventions and their effects on student achievement and life success.  
Participant perceptions also recognized barriers standing in the way of impactful 
implementation.  In this chapter, the researcher presents conclusions for three research 
questions, offers implications for policy changes, and provides recommendations for 
educators and policy makers to initiate, strengthen, and sustain elementary school 
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counseling and SEL programming in their schools.  The chapter concludes with 
limitations of the study and recommendations for future research. 
Discussion 
Early implementation of social emotional learning and intervention cannot be 
happenstance, and policy should reflect purposeful programming beginning with the very 
youngest of learners.  Purposeful and effective SEL programming begins with direct 
instruction and school climate (CASEL, 2020; Jones et al., 2015; NDDPI, 2019a).  
Current NDCC policy addresses the need for such programming for students in Grades 7-
12 by requiring one school counselor be available for every 300 students.  Through 
participation in this body of research, educators in the state expressed a concern that 
younger students and rural students are often missing out on consistent SEL instruction 
and intervention programming because of barriers to providing SEL instruction such as 
lack of proper funding, inadequate time, and ultimately an all-encompassing state policy 
that does not include sufficient student to counselor ratios and elementary school 
counseling programs. 
The research reviewed in Chapter II confirmed the importance of childrens’ early 
years in setting a foundation for long-term learning, behavior, and mental health 
outcomes.  One component of this foundation is social emotional learning (Gokiert et al., 
2014).  Social emotional learning in schools is about teaching students skills needed to 
collaborate, communicate, and maintain relationships with others.  It is about teaching 
students how to identify and regulate their emotions, and set and achieve positive goals.  
Social emotional learning is an integral part of education and human development, and its 
impact on students leads to positive outcomes in both school and life.  These outcomes 
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have manifested themselves as improved academic performance, decreased problematic 
behavior, and increased school completion (Murano, Sawyer, & Lipnevich, 2020).  As 
schools strive to provide SEL programming, it is essential that the programming be 
research-based, data-driven, developmentally appropriate, and student-centered.  Social 
emotional learning should be just as intentionally planned as academic learning.  With a 
background in elementary school counseling and behavior interventions, the researcher 
can attest to the value of direct SEL instruction and intentional SEL interventions in an 
elementary setting.  More importantly, the researcher has witnessed positive impacts and 
outcomes of an ASCA modeled elementary school counseling program on elementary 
students when barriers are removed and a school climate is safe and supportive for such 
learning to occur. 
Conclusions Related to Research Questions 1 and 2 
Research Questions 1 and 2 are reviewed below to remind the reader of the focus 
of this part of the research. 
Research Question 1: What are North Dakota public elementary school principals, 
teachers, and school counselors’ perceptions about NDCC Statute 15.1-06-
19 regarding early social emotional learning practices in public elementary 
schools and their implications for change? 
Research Question 2: What do stakeholders, including principals, school 
counselors, teachers, parents, and students, from three North Dakota PK-12 
organizations: 
a. perceive as elementary school counseling programs? 
b. perceive as social emotional learning? 
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c. believe should be in place for students’ social emotional growth and 
development in an elementary school? 
Through the first phase of research which focused on Research Question 1, the 
researcher invited elementary principals, school counselors, and teachers to share their 
perceptions about NDCC 15.1-06-19, as it was written at the time of this study.  
Perceptions were shared regarding elementary student SEL needs and barriers preventing 
those needs from being met.  Participants were also asked for recommendations and 
implications for a revision of the policy at the time of this research.  For the second phase 
of research which focused on Research Question 2, the researcher conducted semi-
structured interviews with representatives from three PK-12 education organizations.  
Participants included elementary school principals, counselors, parents, and students.  
The researcher gathered more intimate perceptions of participants’ elementary school 
counseling programs and social emotional learning in their elementary schools.  
Participants were also asked to share their perceptions on practices that should be in place 
for students’ social emotional growth and development in an elementary school.  In the 
preliminary data analysis presented in Chapter IV, the researcher analyzed participant 
responses through an initial coding process to reveal an assertion.  The researcher 
combined assertions with her own experiences in the field and her review of empirical 
research to arrive at the following conclusions for Research Question 1 and 2. 
The conclusions revealed a general consensus among participants, empirical 
research, and the researcher’s data that the current NDCC policy should be expanded to 
encompass PK-12 learners and revised to align with ASCA recommended school 
counselor to student ratios.  These changes along with professional development for 
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educators would remove barriers inhibiting SEL implementation and allow for a more 
equitable approach to SEL in North Dakota.  This approach would provide early SEL 
support, instruction, and intervention for learners in all educational settings and would 
mediate student risk factors and challenges from external inequities faced by students 
(see Figure 4). 
Figure 4 









NDCC 15.1-06-19 ensures that students in Grades 7-12 who are in schools with 
300 or more students have access to at least one school counselor.  Many schools, 
elementary and secondary, provide counseling above and beyond this requirement to 
meet the needs of their students.  In Phase 1 of this research, all 72 participants of the 
survey agreed that expanding this policy and teaching SEL at a younger age would result 
in positive outcomes for students in North Dakota.  The underlying message from 
participants was, the earlier SEL support can be provided, the better.  “If we teach 
children at a younger age, I believe that these skills will be learned earlier and have more 
Outcomes 
 
Early SEL support, 
instruction, and 






Lower counselor to 
student ratio / Ratio 
dependent on school need 
Remove Barriers 
 





Mediate student risk 





impact on their whole lives.”  “I believe that the younger you teach social emotional 
learning and tolls, the better equip[ed] students will be when they are older.”  One 
participant felt teaching SEL at lower grade levels was more important than teaching SEL 
at higher grade levels. 
Elementary student needs should outweigh high school needs when it comes to 
the social emotional education that needs to take place at the younger grade 
levels.  In order for a good amount of SEL education to take place, we need to be 
able to do prevention. 
Others agreed: “If we could address these needs beginning in early elementary school, we 
actually might make a difference!!!”  “I would like to emphasize the importance of 
meeting social and emotional needs through SEL in the elementary school before big 
issues arise later as a result of the lack of it.” 
Findings from educational and childhood development researchers support 
collected perceptions from this study that early SEL instruction and intervention efforts 
can be beneficial to children’s overall development and academic readiness (DePaoli et 
al., 2017; Durlak et al., 2010; Gottman & Mettetal, 1986; Howes, 1987; Jones & Kahn, 
2017; Murano, Sawyer, & Lipnevich, 2020; Parker & Gottman, 1989).  In one example, 
Denham et al. (2014) found that self-regulation, emotion knowledge, social problem 
solving, and social-emotional behavior positively predicted classroom adjustment and 
academic success among preschoolers (Denham, 2003; Denham & Brown, 2010; 
Denham et al., 2009; Denham et al., 2014).  By providing SEL instruction and 
intervention as early as preschool, schools can deliver preventative programming and 
proactive intervention opportunities. 
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At the time of this study, one way to encourage early instruction and intervention 
of SEL was to expand the current policy to include elementary learners in the school 
counseling requirement of North Dakota’s Century Code.  When guided by the ASCA 
National Model, elementary school counseling programs can be research-based, data-
driven, developmentally appropriate, and student-centered.  ASCA’s flexible framework 
offers many benefits.  A study funded by ASCA found that 69.4% of schools with K-12 
school counselors reported graduation rates greater than 90%.  In comparison, 45.8% of 
schools without a K-12 school counselor reported graduation rates above 90% (Parzych 
et al., 2019).  At the elementary level, the impacts of SEL programming have been 
anecdotally observed through a lens of childhood development.  The elementary school 
years set a foundation for developing knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary for 
children to become healthy and confident learners.  Elementary school counselors have 
an impact on this development.  By providing direct instruction, prevention, early 
identification, and intervention of SEL needs in students, elementary school counselors 
help their students achieve academic success and develop social and emotional skills in 
response to risk factors, challenges, and inequities they may face (ASCA, 2020). 
Interview participants shared perceptions of a school counselor’s role as one to 
lead individual counseling, small group counseling, proactive SEL classroom lessons, 
and student collaboration and support services.  Phrases that emerged from research data 
leading to this assertion were:  
• teach weekly classroom lessons 
• counselors meet with children individually 
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• students are not going to test well if they are not regulated 
• hold class meetings 
• practicing missing skills 
• helped develop a 504 plan 
• referral to free counseling programs 
ASCA views a school counselor as a vital member of an education team, striving 
to “maximize student success” (ASCA, 2020).  According to their description, a school 
counselor will help all students apply academic achievement strategies, manage 
emotions, apply interpersonal skills, and plan for post-secondary options (higher 
education, military, work force; ASCA, 2020).  “Maximizing student success” seems to 
best capture the goal of implementing a PK-12 comprehensive school counseling 
program. 
Each code derived from data shared by interview participants was accurate; 
however, each code on its own does not consist of a comprehensive school counseling 
program.  The researcher made a connection between the ASCA National Model and 
student needs suggested by participants in this study.  According to ASCA, the ASCA 
National Model guides school counselors in the development of school counseling 
programs that: 
• are based on data-informed decision making 
• are delivered to all students systematically 
• include a developmentally appropriate curriculum focused on the mindsets 
and behaviors all students need for postsecondary readiness and success 
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• close achievement and opportunity gaps 
• result in improved student achievement, attendance, and discipline 
In Chapter II, the researcher presented four domains of the ASCA National 
Model: manage, assess, deliver, and define. Perceptions of school counselors shared by 
interview participants were solely from the deliver domain.  ASCA recommends that 
school counselors spend 80% of their time in this domain and 20% among the others; 
therefore, it is not uncommon that the counselor role is primarily thought of as being 
located in this domain.  It is, however, significant to note that there is more to the role of 
the school counselor than is often seen. 
Finally, with the NDMTSS-SEL initiative of SEL goals for K-12 learners, the 
expansion of current policy to include elementary school counseling programs would 
ensure implementation of SEL for younger grade levels would occur with fidelity and 
accountability.  The MTSS initiative “requires educators to revise their assessment 
strategies, curriculum, pedagogy and interventions to best serve the academic, behavioral, 
and post-secondary education and career goals of all students” (Sink & Ockerman, 2016, 
p. v).  It “is an umbrella term for a variety of school-wide approaches to improve student 
learning and behavior” (Sink & Ockerman, 2016, p. v).  At a state level, NDMTSS-SEL 
provides a framework to guide instruction of SEL skills at all grade levels.  This 
framework guides schools to foster an engaging school climate, guides the selection of 
evidence-based programs, and steers professional learning in the area of SEL.  NDMTSS-
SEL goals align with CASEL’s five core SEL competencies: self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.  The 
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goals provide expectations for what North Dakota students should know and be able to do 
by each grade span: K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12.  Examples of these competencies can be 
seen in Appendix B (provided by NDMTSS, 2018).  Following this model, support 
personnel are needed to provide instruction and intervention as students are striving to 
meet their SEL goals. 
Policy Revision 
Another point of agreement by survey participants was to lower the school 
counselor to student ratio.  At the time of the NDCC 15.1-06-19 initial writing, the ASCA 
recommendation was for schools to provide one counselor for every 300 students.  Since 
then, ASCA has revised their recommendation now advising that schools should have 
available one counselor for every 250 students.  Their rationale for lowering the ratio was 
that it allows school counselors to effectively deliver a comprehensive school counseling 
program to better meet students’ academic, career, and social/emotional needs (ASCA, 
2019)  Many survey participants believed state policy should align with this 
recommendation and lower its ratio to 250:1.  For example, on participant said, “I would 
much prefer that North Dakota follow guidelines suggested (or at least come closer to 
them) by the American School Counselors Association for requiring counseling time for 
elementary students.”  Another agreed.  “I believe that this statement should reflect the 
recommendations of the ASCA National Model, with the recommendation of a 250:1 
counselor ratio.”  A third respondent said: 
The American School Counselor Association recommends 250 students to one 
full-time counselor.  I believe that should be for all levels.  Especially in the 
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elementary years, social emotional learning is crucial to ensure students’ 
readiness to navigate current and future interactions in life. 
North Dakota has one of the top five lowest school counselor to student ratios in 
the country, to its credit, thanks to the NDCC policy at the time of this study on counselor 
to student ratios and the state’s commitment to social emotional learning.  With the 
national counselor to student ratio standing at 1:455, North Dakota has been committed to 
their policy by keeping their ratio at 1:303 (ASCA, 2016).  Studies have found that with 
the suggested ratio of 1:250, student attendance and college preparatory exam scores may 
be positively impacted.  A series of studies in two states (Indiana and Connecticut) 
revealed these impacts.  Results from the Indiana study indicated that school counselor 
ratios of 1:250 have a significant correlation with lower student absenteeism and higher 
SAT scores.  “Findings in Connecticut school districts with lower school-counselor-to-
student ratios produce higher graduation rates, higher college entrance and persistence 
rates, lower chronic absenteeism rates and fewer suspensions” (Parzych et al., 2019, p. 1). 
It was also suggested by participants that the basis of setting a counselor to 
student ratio should be district, school, and/or student needs.  “The school environment 
often defines the student needs and issues that school counselors might face, setting the 
state for subsequent school counseling service delivery and advocacy” (Slaten & Baskin, 
2014).  Some participants questioned where the counselor to student ratio at the time of 
this study came from and what factors were considered in making it.  It was suggested 
that socio-economic factors, school location, and available student support personnel 
should be factored into determining what a school counselor to student ratio should be.  
Respondents said, “I think we also need to look at the specific demographics of our 
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school; free and reduced, IEP/504/EL/homelessness, etc.”  “I feel that the mandate 
requiring only large schools to have a full-time counselor, but not small schools, is a 
disservice to rural students who also benefit from a full-time counselor.” 
ASCA findings concurred with this suggestion asserting that “school-counselor-
to-student ratios may be optimal at 1:250, but grade level and socioeconomic factors of a 
district require close consideration” (Parzych et al., 2019, p. 4).  Policy and decision-
makers for North Dakota must also consider rural communities in their determination of 
an appropriate school counselor to student ratio.  “Ensuring equitable access to school 
counseling services requires thoughtful analysis of whether and why all students might 
not be receiving services” (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012, p. 152).  Survey participants 
recognized that oftentimes, in rural communities, school counseling services are the only 
mental health services within reach for many families.  Because of this, access to a school 
counselor should not be an amenity reserved for only some students.  After studying all 
points of data in this body of research and comparing to results described in other 
research studies, it was clearly indicated that as Parzych et al. put it, “regular access to a 
school counselor is a necessity, particularly for students most in need of intervention and 
support” (Parzych et al., 2019, p. 4). 
Removing Barriers 
When participants were asked to identify barriers preventing elementary student 
social emotional needs from being met, funding and adequate time dominated their 
perceptions.  Insufficient funding is not an easily removable barrier; however, it can go 
hand in hand with school climate and prioritizing budgetary decisions to align with a 
school’s desired climate.  A school climate of SEL can be in the forefront of all school 
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decisions and initiatives.  For example, by providing professional development 
opportunities for teachers to learn how to integrate SEL into lessons and then utilizing a 
counselor for direct instruction and interventions, the barrier of funding, while not fully 
removed, can be creatively resolved. 
The second most frequently mentioned barrier was time.  As discussed in the 
previous section, the barrier of time could be lessened by lowering the school counselor 
to student ratio.  Another way to minimize this barrier is to clearly define the role of a 
school counselor.  Survey participants agreed that there is often some confusion about the 
role of school counselors; and as a result of this confusion, school counselors are 
assigned other duties not related to counseling that consume a large majority of their 
time.  Duties such as supervision, test coordination, disciplining students, and 
administrative tasks can take away from time that could be spent on SEL instruction and 
intervention.  A 2019 study conducted by Hilts et al. found role confusion a leading 
barrier to implementing an effective ASCA modeled school counseling program (Hilts et 
al., 2019).  An ASCA modeled school counseling program should align with ASCA’s 
recommended appropriate activities for school counselors (see Appendix L).  Time spent 
by school counselors on inappropriate counselor activities has proven to be an 
impediment to comprehensive counseling programming (Hilts et al., 2019). 
Outcomes 
After making revisions discussed in previous sections – policy expansion to 
include K-6 grades, policy revision to lower counselor to student ratios, removal of 
barriers to implementing SEL programs – desired outcomes would be early SEL support, 
instruction, and intervention for all learners that would mediate risk factors and 
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challenges to student success from external inequities.  Survey participant perceptions 
aligned with these desired outcomes.  For example, on respondent stated, “If there is a 
focus on social emotional learning, the result will be improved academics and lowered 
behavioral issues.”  Another respondent elaborated: 
Social emotional learning has so many benefits in my eyes.  It improves academic 
performance, increases student motivation, reduces behavior problems, helps 
students set and meet goals, teaches empathy, improves the school (and class) 
climate, improves self-regulation skills, teaches responsible decision making, 
improves confidence, improves relationship skills, improves attendance, and 
decreases emotional distress.  If a student can feel physically safe and emotionally 
secure – they are able to learn anything. 
A third respondent agreed.  “I have no doubt that a child’s social emotional well-being 
directly impacts his/her ability to learn and grow.  A student’s academic achievement is 
highly unlikely to increase unless a student’s social-emotional needs are being met.” 
As the school counselor role has evolved, so too has the involvement and 
contribution of the role in the areas of student academic and personal achievement.  What 
was once a person to help transition children from school to the workforce, is now an 
educator of the whole student and advocate for student success pathways.  When students 
enter high school there is a 40-60% chance they will be disengaged from school (Blum & 
Libby, 2004; Klem & Connell, 2004).  School performance can be negatively affected 
when students experience disengagement and engage in high-risk behaviors (Eaton et al., 
2008).  School counselors address the potential of disengagement by addressing students’ 
social and emotional development. 
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that school counselors make contributions to the 
academic achievement agenda by supporting the development of students.  Test 
scores, grades, and graduation rates . . . do not predict how emotionally well-
adjusted or successful students will become in the future.  Students need to 
possess motivation, purposefulness, intentionality and self-efficacy in order to 
achieve academically.  (Barna & Brott, 2011, p. 242) 
A growing body of evidence reinforces a link between students’ academic 
achievement and personal development and the prioritization that must be placed on it.  
By expanding and revising the current NDCC policy, and by removing barriers to 
implementing SEL education, North Dakota students will benefit. 
Conclusions Related to Research Question 3 
Research Question 3 is reviewed below to remind the reader of the focus of this 
part of the research. 
Research Question 3: How do selected North Dakota education PK-12 
organizations’ sixth grade students perceive their elementary school 
counseling program relates to their elementary school experience? 
For the third phase of this study, which focused on Research Question 3, the 
researcher engaged sixth grade students in questions to reflect on their elementary school 
experience and share their perceptions of how their elementary school counseling 
program shaped that experience and prepared them for middle school.  For the researcher, 
this was the “why” of the project.  While revising a policy that will impact students, the 
researcher wanted student voices to be a part of that process.  Further, when looking at 
state data from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey and ND Insights Dashboards, the 
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researcher knew that there was no participant more invested in the needs of students than 
students themselves.  In the preliminary data analysis presented in Chapter IV, the 
researcher took participant responses through an initial coding process to reveal 
categorical perceptions of students’ elementary school counseling programs.  The 
researcher combined emergent categories with her own experiences in the field, statewide 
data, and her review of empirical research to reach conclusions for Research Question 3 
as modeled in Figure 5. 
Figure 5 
Visual Representation of Research Question 3 Conclusions 
 
Student Challenges 
When the researcher asked participants to describe challenges in elementary 
school, students described both academic and learning challenges along with social and 
emotional challenges.  In fact, 44% of the challenges mentioned fell into the academic 
and learning category and 56% of the challenges mentioned were social and emotional.  
Students were honest and shared that experiencing big feelings and social conflicts were 
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often more difficult to persevere through than classwork.  According to participant 
perceptions, these challenges were mediated by the relationship with, presence of, and 
lessons from their school counselor. 
School Counselor/Student Relationships 
In Phase 3 of this study, students identified that the relationship with their school 
counselor was meaningful, consistent, and trusting.  Students shared special attributes of 
a trusting relationship with their counselor such as the school counselor being accessible 
to students, being responsive to student needs, and being helpful to anyone.  A student 
wrote that a school counselor “was kind, caring, and wanted to know what would help 
you best with learning and friends at school.  Most of all, I remember that she was always 
there for you when you needed her.”  Several responses alluded to a school counselor as 
being the “one person” that students could turn to at any time.  One student said, “The 
school counselor was the one person who could help me.”  Another wrote, “Our 
counselor was the person to go to when we had a problem we couldn’t explain to 
anybody else.  We all somehow trusted the counselor to tell our secrets, mine included.” 
School Counselor Presence and Demeanor 
In their reflective responses, sixth grade participants highlighted the personal 
characteristics of their school counselor and what it was about him or her that was the 
most memorable.  Students discussed these characteristics specifically as being kind, 
understanding, altruistic, and welcoming.  For example, one student stated, “If you had 
something to talk about, she would let you do so; and if you needed help, she would give 
it to you.”  Another student stated, “She was kind and understanding and she was helpful 
to me by being someone I could talk to.” 
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School Counseling Topic Delivery 
Finally, Phase 3 participants shared how they were impacted through the wide 
range of school counseling services that their elementary school counselor provided to 
them.  Some students reflected on how their school counselor impacted their school 
success academically.  “My school counselor was very helpful to me because he made 
me feel like it was ok to have my handwriting.”  Other students were impacted socially 
and emotionally by their school counselor.  “My counselor helped me be more confident 
and to tell my friends how they were making me feel.”  Students also recognized the 
different methods of delivery used by the school counselor. 
My elementary school counselor came in for class and showed us lessons.  She 
also said that if someone needed help to come to her office; and if she wasn’t 
there, she could make time.  She also ran student programs and clubs.” 
In Phase 3, findings supported the positive impact made by elementary school 
counselors in both the academic realm and social emotional realm of school and 
childhood development from perspectives of students themselves.  Students could easily 
recall their counselor, what he or she did, and how he or she impacted students personally 
and through their elementary school experiences.  Students demonstrated appreciation for 
the support of their elementary school counselor.  This appreciation aligns with the 
researcher’s experiences as an elementary school counselor and the positive impacts her 
own school counseling programs have had on students’ school success. 
A study by Slaten et al. (2015) found feelings of acceptance from a school 
counselor, as well as the prevalence of warmth, genuineness, and empathy in a school 
counseling relationship were essential in helping students feel connected to school.  
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Slaten et al. discussed the importance of a student-counselor relationship as central to 
students’ positive feelings toward their school experiences as a whole.  Similarly, Flom 
and Hanson (2006) found that for adolescents facing adversity, the power of relationships 
with adults at school, including a school counselor, was important to maintaining student 
interest and involvement in school.  Relating this to North Dakota, in the 2019 Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey trend analysis report, Question 70 asked students to respond to 
whether they could identify at least one teacher or other adult in their school that they 
could talk to if they had a problem.  Sixty-five percent (65%) of the seventh and eighth 
grade students answered that they could identify one adult.  This percentage has 
decreased from 2017 when it was 70% (NDDPI, 2020).  The relationship students have 
with their school counselor can have a positive impact on school connectedness. 
Limitations 
There were notable limitations throughout this study.  The chief limitation was the 
COVID-19 global pandemic.  The pandemic impacted the researcher’s methodology in a 
number of ways.  First, the researcher was aware of demands and stressors placed on 
educators during the time of her research.  She was mindful of this when asking for their 
time, resources, or perceptions.  Second, because of UND’s IRB and social distancing 
regulations, the researcher was not able to collect any data in a face-to-face setting.  This 
eliminated her ability to observe body language.  Finally, because of changes made in 
school models and impacts of those changes on students and families, mental health was 
in the forefront of many conversations and professional development opportunities.  This 




Recommendation for Future Research 
Although the global pandemic caused limitations, it also provided opportunities 
when considering future research.  Duplication of research methods and design during a 
time of “normalcy” in PK-12 schools may strengthen or challenge findings of this study.  
Specifically, research exploring the pandemic’s impact on student mental health, the 
permanence of that impact, and how schools plan to address it may provide rationale for 
even further changes in policy and practice.  Due to social distancing regulations, the 
researcher collected written perspectives from stakeholders.  Face-to-face conversations 
and data collection may bring something more to findings of a similar study. 
As a whole, this study was designed to determine recommendations for policy 
revision in North Dakota.  As programming such as NDMTSS-SEL is implemented, 
future research on its effectiveness in North Dakota may be needed.  If the current NDCC 
policy is expanded, future research on specific curricula, delivery models, and best 
practices may be pursued and embedded in the changed policy. 
Recommendations and Implications for Policy Change 
While many elementary schools in the state had SEL programming in place and 
an elementary school counselor on staff at the time of this study in North Dakota, neither 
SEL nor elementary school counselors were mandated.  As explored in the sections 
above, researchers have used several modes of assessment to evaluate the impact of SEL 
on children’s PK-12 success; the next step is to bridge the gap between what educators 
know and how policy-makers shape public education.  “Given the evidence linking 
children’s proficiency in social and emotional skills to their long-term outcomes in 
education, employment, and crime – and given the expenses involved in handling crime, 
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unemployment, and other social problems, there is potential for quality SEL programs to 
provide economic benefits” (Committee for Children, 2016, p. 4) for entire North Dakota 
communities. 
While it is true that educational reform discussions at the time of this study tended 
to expand the definition of successful and effective schools to include non-academic 
factors such as school safety, choice readiness, meaningful work, and citizenship, the 
climate in educational policy-making at the time of this study still was motivated by a 
student’s capacity to learn and the outcome of that capacity being measurable gains in 
achievement (Barna & Brott, 2013).  Dusenbury and Weissberg (2017) concluded that 
because of the growing body of research correlating SEL programming and academic 
achievement, there has been a growing interest at the state level in intentionally 
supporting student social and emotional development.  In December of 2009, House 
Resolution 4223, The Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning Act of 2009, was 
introduced.  This resolution authorized the United States Department of Education to 
establish programs and allocate funds to (a) establish a national technical assistance and 
training center for SEL, (b) provide grants to support evidence-based SEL programming, 
and (c) conduct a national evaluation of school-based SEL programming.  With mental 
health challenges rising among school-aged youth, public schools may be the most 
accessible resource available for addressing those challenges, especially in rural areas.  
According to the ASCA (2009), “School counselors acknowledge they may be the only 
counseling professional available to students and their families” (p. 1). 
Following their study surveying PK-12 principals, Atwell and Bridgeland (Civic, 
2019) shared four policy recommendations stating that “now is the time for leaders at the 
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district, state, and federal levels to work together to create the enabling conditions needed 
for systemic, school-wide SEL in schools throughout the country” (Civic, 2019, p. 9).  
Their recommendations included:  
1. Create and articulate a clear vision for students’ comprehensive 
development, including social emotional. 
2. Promote the development of adult capacity and strengthen SEL training 
among teachers and administrators. 
3. Foster and support continuous improvement of learning environments. 
4. Support state SEL learning standards and competency benchmarks backed 
by funding and resources for full implementation. (Civic, 2019, p. 9) 
Mayer and Salovey (1997) shared one concern with the policy alignment of 
students’ cultural backgrounds and SEL.  “Individuals from different subcultures 
approach emotions differently.  Although most share Western values, some will have 
been taught to ‘let it all hang out,’ whereas others may take a more ‘stoical’ view” (p. 
21). So, having school based programs in place that address basic SEL needs and that 
focus on behavior modification rather than whether or not emotional intelligence is being 
learned . . . “avoids difficult issues like whether emotional intelligence can be assessed or 
taught, and by which cultural or multicultural criterion it will be evaluated” (Mayer & 
Salovey, 1997, p. 21).  Basically, you are still helping students learn proper behavior and 
helping them succeed no matter their background or level of emotional intelligence (see 
Mayer & Salovey’s, 1997, “What is emotional intelligence?” for more information on the 
importance of emotional intelligence). 
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Nevertheless, Denham and Weissberg (2004) cautioned that SEL programming 
must be “culturally relevant, empowering children within their unique cultural contexts” 
(p. 41), also noting the possibility that “certain definitions of SEL may be unique to the 
child’s home culture” (p. 41).  When creating policy around SEL in schools, policy 
makers should be mindful of cultural considerations and a Eurocentric lens that many 
SEL programming may be presented through as this could lead to inequities in programs 
or deletions of important components of a child’s culture.  In fact, studies have found that 
for maximum impacts, “social and emotional learning should be developmentally and 
culturally aligned to the needs of students and integrated across settings, including the 
school, home, and community” (Jones & Kahn, 2017, p. 10).  Because, “students are 
more likely to benefit when social and emotional learning are embedded in everyday 
interactions and school culture [ school programming]” (Jones & Kahn, 2017, p.10). 
Another challenge to implementing SEL programs is that without a set of clear 
standards, measuring the effectiveness of SEL programming can be challenging.  With 
each student coming to school with his or her own unique childhood experiences and 
history of trauma, it is unlikely that a one-size fits all program can be implemented.  This 
challenge can be diminished with a requirement that schools have on staff a school 
counselor who is trained in the ASCA national model, and in removing barriers and 
measuring impact (Hoffman, 2009). 
When school counseling is organized and implemented as a program, it places 
school counselors conceptually and structurally in the center of education, making 
it possible for them to contribute directly and substantially to their local school 
districts’ educational goals.  As a result, school counseling becomes an integral 
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and transformative program in the district, not a marginal and supplemental 
activity.  (Gysbers, 2010, p. 292) 
The SEL movement is about changing educational practice in ways that support positive 
emotional climates in classrooms and schools.  It has attempted to raise educators’ and 
policy makers’ consciousness of the need for attention to the emotional domain in 
schooling. 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, passed into law in December of 
that year, governs the United States K-12 public education policy replacing the NCLB 
(No Child Left Behind Act, 2001).  The ESSA offers (a) opportunities to increase access 
to comprehensive school mental health services, and (b) flexibility to develop policies 
and programming that address trauma.  Two recommendations made by the National 
Association of State Boards of Education to address childhood trauma and foster trauma 
responsive schools through policy are: 
1. Implement SEL programming across all grades, and 
2. Strive toward national standards for appropriate numbers of school 
psychologists, school social workers, school counselors, and school nurses. 
(Hoover, 2019) 
Finally, it is important for policy makers and all educational decision makers to 
keep in mind the impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic as they revise NDCC 
educational statutes.  This pandemic has presented many challenges to students, 
educators, and parents.  Now more than ever student and family supports are needed, 
especially to those who were already coping with mental health conditions.  The impacts 
of schools being closed, physically distancing guidelines, isolation, and other unexpected 
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changes are just beginning to reveal themselves.  Along with already mentioned SEL 
standards, educational researcher DeWitt’s guest blogger, Shanna Sloyer-Martin (DeWitt, 
2020) suggested including grief and loss, resilience and adaptability, and community into 
school-based SEL instruction following the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Recommendations and Implications for Schools 
NDCC 15.1-16-09 needs to include adequate support for all children in North 
Dakota public schools.  The researcher recommends SEL begin early so support, 
instruction, and intentional interventions align with childhood developmental stages and 
NDMTSS-SEL learning goals.  Once this recommendation is put into policy, the 
researcher recommends the following practices for schools. 
Tier 1 Practices (Targets an Entire Student Population) 
ASCA modeled school counseling programs should be mandated in elementary 
schools across the state just as they are in secondary schools.  This would include one 
elementary school counselor for every 250 students or fewer depending upon the needs of 
a school.  Lowering the counselor/student ratio and considering school specific needs 
were recommendations taken from this body of research.  By following the ASCA model, 
schools would inherently subscribe to a school climate of putting SEL first.  This practice 
follows the theoretical framework of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. 
Professional development for all educators, certified and non-certified, should 
align with this mandate and be systematically revisited to allow for staff turnover and 
growth.  Professional development should include adult SEL, embedding SEL into 
classroom routines and curriculum, and appropriate roles of a school counselor.  Delivery 
of SEL instruction for all students should encompass 80% of the school counselor role. 
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Tier 2 Practices (Targets Small Groups of Students Needing a Little Extra Help) 
Having supportive relationships between students and staff through a school 
climate of SEL is critical at the Tier 2 level in order to ensure that students’ social and 
emotional needs are met as they receive supports and interventions.  These may include 
differentiated small group instruction, student mentoring, and/or a check-in/check-out 
system for support and guidance led by a school counselor.  These interventions should 
use a research-based, systematic curriculum working on growth in the five competencies 
of SEL defined by CASEL and adopted by NDMTSS-SEL: self-awareness, self-
management, responsible decision-making, social awareness, and relationship skills.  Tier 
2 should also include instruction and practice at applying learned skills back into a Tier 1 
setting, classroom, and school community. 
Tier 3 Practices (Targets Individuals Needing One-On-One Interventions) 
Individual student support teams should provide individualized support to 
students not demonstrating growth in the five competency areas or who have challenges 
or barriers to overcome that makes it difficult for them to learn at the Tier 1 or Tier 2 
levels.  Wraparound supports, supports coming from all entities of targeted student’s life, 
should be provided at this level and referrals to community partners may be made.  An 
individual student’s support team may want to work closely with a school’s MTSS-
Academic team to ensure coordination and alignment of support. 
Assessing SEL Effectiveness 
“In a 2018 national survey, the majority of principals reported that they believe 
that social and emotional skills can and should be assessed annually.  However, only 17 
percent stated that they were familiar with SEL assessments” (CASEL, n.d.a, para. 1).  It 
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is important to establish practical, developmentally appropriate assessments that are also 
scientifically sound, user friendly, and actionable as supports and interventions are 
provided with immediacy.  Self-assessments, simulations, and observational assessments 
are three suggested assessment methods (Elias, 2019). 
Assessment of SEL competencies helps paint a fuller picture of children’s 
capabilities and needs.  Since the SEL process is dynamic and lifelong, it can be 
challenging to assess and should be approached through the lens of continuous 
improvement.  To further describe recommendations for SEL assessment, “the National 
Practitioner Advisory Group on Using Data to Inspire SEL Practice (NPAG)” (National 
Practitioner Advisory Group [NPAG], 2019, p. 1), developed a report entitled, Making 
SEL Assessment Work: Ten Practitioner Beliefs providing the following suggestions: 
1. “Effective assessment begins with a strong vision and intentionality” (p. 4). 
2. “Assess social and emotional competencies on the basis of strengths, not 
deficits” (p. 5). 
3. “A positive organizational culture and climate is foundational to social and 
emotional assessment” (p. 6). 
4. “When implemented and assessed through an equity lens, SEL can mitigate 
bias and promote appreciation of diversity” (p. 7). 
5. “Recognizing and promoting adult social and emotional competence is 
essential to thoughtful, sustainable assessment” (p. 9). 
6. “Social and emotional competencies evolve over time.  Therefore, assess for 
growth, rather than finite outcomes” (p. 10). 
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7. “Fostering adult capacity to assess social and emotional competencies and 
interpret data can improve SEL practice” (p. 12). 
8. “Use SEL data to continuously improve practice” (p. 13). 
9. “Authentically engage and collaborate with stakeholders about assessment” 
(p. 15). 
10. “Practical SEL requires both universal and differentiated approaches 
informed by data” (p. 16). 
(NPAG, 2019, pp. 4-16) 
SEL assessment can work hand in hand with academic assessment.  As a 
cornerstone to effective instruction and learning, thoughtful assessment can provide a 
clear picture of the teaching, learning, and school climate of a school. 
Conclusions 
The purpose of this study was to explore social emotional supports in place at the 
time of the study throughout North Dakota public elementary school counseling 
programs, to give attention to the NDMTSS-SEL initiative’s implementation, and to 
understand perspectives on early social emotional learning needs and interventions.  The 
researcher conducted a qualitative study by administering a state-wide survey, leading 
semi-structured interviews, and collecting written responses regarding perceptions of 
participants on NDCC 15.1-06-19, elementary school counseling programs, and early 
social emotional learning.  Participants included elementary school principals, 
counselors, teachers, parents, and students. 
Findings of this study provided rationale to revise and expand Section 15.1-06-19 
of the North Dakota Century Code on school counselor requirements and social 
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emotional learning requirements in support of the NDMTSS-SEL initiative and in 
response to growing mental health concerns in regards to students across the state.  
Participant perceptions revealed an understanding of the importance of early SEL 
instruction and intentional interventions and their effects on student achievement and life 
success.  Participant perceptions also recognized barriers standing in the way of impactful 
implementation.  The researcher has recommended expanding NDCC 15.1-06-19 to 
include counseling in Grades PK-6 in addition to what is already mandated for Grades 7-
12, so all learners in North Dakota’s public school system having counseling 
opportunities.  The researcher also recommends lowering the student to school counselor 
ratio mandated by North Dakota’s Century Code to 250:1 and encouraging school 
administrators to consider their own specific needs when determining what this ratio 
should be for their specific school.  This aligns with the ASCA national model for 
comprehensive school counseling programs.  Finally, the researcher recommends North 
Dakota schools implement the NDMTSS-SEL initiative by first committing to a school 
climate of SEL.  This commitment includes continuous and systematic professional 
development and assessment on the topic of SEL assessments as well as leading all 
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Phase 1: Statewide Survey Questions 
Q1: Describe the role you have in your school. 
- Elementary School Principal 
- School Counselor 
- Elementary School Teacher 
- Other 
 
Q2: NDCC 15.1-06-19 states: “Beginning with the 2010-11 school year each school 
district must have available one full-time equivalent counselor for every three 
hundred students in grades seven through twelve.”  What are your thoughts on this 
statute?  How might it be amended to meet the needs to the elementary students in 
your school? 
 
Q3: Describe the social and emotional needs of an elementary-aged student. 
 
Q4: List strategies, curriculum, programs, and personnel that support meeting the needs 
that you described. 
 
Q5: Describe any perceived barriers in place preventing these needs from being met. 
 
Q6: Is there anything else you would like to share regarding social emotional learning in 


























Phase 2: Participant Consent/Assent 
SCHOOL PRINCIPALS AND COUNSELORS 
THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH DAKOTA 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
Project Title:  “Elementary School Counseling Programs in the  
 State of North Dakota: Exploring the Perceived  
 Impacts of Early Social Emotional Learning”. 
 
Principal Investigator:  Holly Larson 
 
Phone/Email Address:  holly.a.larson@und.edu  
 
Department:  Educational Leadership 
 
Research Advisor: Dr. Sherryl Houdek 
 
What should I know about this research? 
• Someone will explain this research to you. 
• Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether you take part is up to you. 
• If you don’t take part, it won’t be held against you. 
• You can take part now and later drop out, and it won’t be held against you. 
• If you don’t understand, ask questions. 
• Ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
 
How long will I be in this research? 
We expect that your taking part in this research will last 35 minutes. 
 
Why is this research being done? 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Holly Larson, from the 
University of North Dakota, Educational Leadership program.  The researcher hopes to 
learn about elementary school counseling programs in the state of North Dakota, the 
perceived impacts of early social emotional learning, and how North Dakota Century 
Code 15.1 may be revised to support the findings of this study.  You were selected as a 
participant in this study because you currently work as an elementary school principal or 
counselor, and play an essential role in the social emotional development of your 
students. 
 
What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 
If you decide to take part in this research study, you will participate in a 20 minute 
interview sharing the practices taking place in your school and your perceptions on the 
topic of early social emotional learning.  The researcher will record your answers on an 
audio recording device.  Following the interview, you will be provided with a 
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transcription of your answers and will be offered the opportunity to review and revise 
them to your liking. 
 
Could being in this research hurt me? 
There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study.  If, however, you become 
upset by the questions, you may stop at any time or choose not to answer a question. 
 
Will being in this research benefit me? 
School principals may not benefit personally from being in this study.  However, we hope 
that the findings encourage a review and revisions of North Dakota Century Code 15.1 to 
best support early social emotional development in students.  This revision may indirectly 
benefit your school community. 
 
How many people will participate in this research? 
Approximately FOUR people will take part in this study at ___________________ (your 
school).  These participants will include: 1 school principal, 1 school counselor, 1 parent, 
1 student. 
 
What other choices do I have besides taking part in this research? 
If you choose not to participate in this study, the researcher will recruit another school 
building principal to participate.  Your decision whether or not to participate in this study 
will not affect your relationship with your school or The University of North Dakota. 
 
Will it cost me money to take part in this research? 
You will not have any costs for being in this research study. 
 
Will I be paid for taking part in this research? 
You will not be paid for being in this research study. 
 
Who is funding this research? 
The University of North Dakota and the research team are receiving no payments from 
other agencies, organizations, or companies to conduct this research study. 
 
What happens to information collected for this research? 
The records and transcriptions of this study will be kept private to the extent permitted by 
law.  In any report about this study that might be published, you will not be identified.  
Your study record may be reviewed by: 
• Government agencies 
• The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 
 
We may publish the results of this research.  However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential.  We protect your information from disclosure to 
others to the extent required by law.  We cannot promise complete secrecy.  Data or 
specimens collected in this research will not be used or distributed for future research 
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studies, even if identifiers are removed.  You should know, however, that there are some 
circumstances in which we may have to show your information to other people.  For 
example, the law may require us to show your information to a court or to tell authorities 
if we believe you have abused a child, or you pose a danger to yourself or someone else. 
 
Your interview answers will be audio recorded.  Following five working days, the 
researcher will provide you with a transcription of your answers at which time you have 
the right to review or edit your answers to the interview questions.  The researcher will 
store the transcriptions on her personal laptop for three years at which time they will be 
erased. 
 
What if I agree to be in the research and then change my mind? 
If you decide to leave the study early, we ask that you email the primary researcher. 
 
Who can answer my questions about this research? 
The researcher conducting this study is Holly Larson.  If you have questions, concerns, or 
complaints, talk to the primary researcher at the email listed above on the first page or the 
researcher’s UND advisor, Dr. Houdek at 701-777-4255. 
 
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).  An IRB is a 
group of people who perform independent review of research studies.  You may talk to 
them at 701.777.4279 or UND.irb@UND.edu if: 
• You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the 
research team. 
• You are not getting answers from the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone else about the research. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 









I give consent for my quotes to be used in the research; however I will not be identified. 
 






Your signature documents your consent to take part in this study. You will receive a copy 
of this form. 
 
Subject’s Name: ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
__________________________________   ____________________ 




I have discussed the above points with the subject or, where appropriate, with the 
subject’s legally authorized representative. 
 
 
__________________________________    ___________________  





PARENTS AND STUDENTS 
THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH DAKOTA 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH  
Project Title: “Elementary School Counseling Programs in the  
 State of North Dakota: Exploring the Perceived  
 Impacts of Early Social Emotional Learning”. 
 
Principal Investigator  Holly Larson 
 
Phone/Email Address  holly.a.larson@und.edu  
 
Department  Educational Leadership 
 
Research Advisor: Dr. Sherryl Houdek 
 
What should I know about this research? 
• Someone will explain this research to you. 
• Taking part in this research is voluntary.  Whether you take part is up to you. 
• If you don’t take part, it won’t be held against you. 
• You can take part now and later drop out, and it won’t be held against you. 
• If you don’t understand, ask questions. 
• Ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
 
How long will I be in this research? 
We expect that your taking part in this research will last 35 minutes. 
 
Why is this research being done? 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Holly Larson, from the 
University of North Dakota, Educational Leadership program.  The researcher hopes to 
learn about elementary school counseling programs in the state of North Dakota, the 
perceived impacts of early social emotional learning, and how North Dakota Century 
Code 15.1 may be revised to support the findings of this study.  You were selected as a 
participant in this study because you currently work as an elementary school principal, 
and play an essential role in the social emotional development of your students. 
 
What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 
If you decide to take part in this research study, you will participate in a 20 minute 
interview sharing the practices taking place in your school and your perceptions on the 
topic of early social emotional learning.  The researcher will record your answers on an 
audio recording device.  Following the interview, you will be provided with a 
transcription of your answers and will be offered the opportunity to review and revise 





Could being in this research hurt me? 
There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study.  If, however, you become 
upset by the questions, you may stop at any time or choose not to answer a question. 
 
Will being in this research benefit me? 
Elementary parents may not benefit personally from being in this study.  However, we 
hope that the findings encourage a review and revisions of North Dakota Century Code 
15.1 to best support early social emotional development in students.  This revision may 
indirectly benefit your school community. 
 
How many people will participate in this research? 
Approximately FOUR people will take part in this study at ___________________ (your 
school).  These participants will include: 1 school principal, 1 school counselor, 1 parent, 
1 student. 
 
What other choices do I have besides taking part in this research? 
If you choose not to participate in this study, the researcher will recruit another parent 
and student to participate.  Your decision whether or not to participate in this study will 
not affect your relationship with your school or The University of North Dakota. 
 
Will it cost me money to take part in this research? 
You will not have any costs for being in this research study. 
 
Will I be paid for taking part in this research? 
You will not be paid for being in this research study. 
 
Who is funding this research? 
The University of North Dakota and the research team are receiving no payments from 
other agencies, organizations, or companies to conduct this research study. 
 
What happens to information collected for this research? 
The records and transcriptions of this study will be kept private to the extent permitted by 
law.  In any report about this study that might be published, you will not be identified.  
Your study record may be reviewed by: 
• Government agencies 
• The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 
 
We may publish the results of this research.  However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential.  We protect your information from disclosure to 
others to the extent required by law.  We cannot promise complete secrecy.  Data or 
specimens collected in this research will not be used or distributed for future research 
studies, even if identifiers are removed.  You should know, however, that there are some 
circumstances in which we may have to show your information to other people.  For 
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example, the law may require us to show your information to a court or to tell authorities 
if we believe you have abused a child, or you pose a danger to yourself or someone else. 
 
Your interview answers will be audio recorded.  Following five working day, the 
researcher will provide you with a transcription of your answers at which time you have 
the right to review or edit your answers to the interview questions.  The researcher will 
store the transcriptions on her personal laptop for three years at which time they will be 
erased. 
 
What if I agree to be in the research and then change my mind? 
If you decide to leave the study early, we ask that you email the primary researcher. 
 
Who can answer my questions about this research? 
The researcher conducting this study is Holly Larson.  If you have questions, concerns, or 
complaints, talk to the primary researcher at the email listed above on the first page or the 
researcher’s UND advisor, Dr. Houdek at 701-777-4255. 
 
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).  An IRB is a 
group of people who perform independent review of research studies.  You may talk to 
them at 701.777.4279 or UND.irb@UND.edu if: 
• You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the 
research team. 
• You are not getting answers from the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone else about the research. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 








I give consent for my quotes to be used in the research; however I will not be identified. 
 
Please initial:    ____________ YES  _____________ NO 
 
Your signature documents your consent to take part in this study. You will receive a copy 









Subject’s Name: ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
__________________________________   ____________________ 




I have discussed the above points with the subject or, where appropriate, with the 
subject’s legally authorized representative. 
 
 
__________________________________   ____________________ 








STUDENT ASSENT FORM 




Project Title:  “ELEMENTARY SCHOOL COUNSELING PROGRAMS IN THE 
STATE OF NORTH DAKOTA: EXPLORING PERCEPTIONS OF EARLY SOCIAL 
EMOTIONAL LEARNING” 
 
Investigator(s):  Holly Larson 
 
We are doing a research study; a research study is a special way to find out about something.  
We are trying to find out what elementary school counseling programs look like in the state 
of North Dakota and how elementary school counselors help students socially and 
emotionally. 
 
If you want to be in this study, we will ask you to participate in one activity: 
• The researcher will read six questions to you.  After each question, you may answer 
the question.  The researcher will record your answers on a recording device.  She 
will keep your answers for three years and then they will be erased. 
• Five days following the interview, the researcher will show you your answers 
written out.  You will have an opportunity to change, add to or delete any part of 
your answer. 
 
We want to tell you about some things that may happen to you if you are in this study.  Some 
of the interactions you had with your elementary school counselor may make you feel happy 
and excited, others may make you feel sad or frustrated.  These feelings are all okay to 
express. 
 
Not everyone who is in this study will benefit.  A benefit means that something good happens 
to you.  We don’t know if you will benefit.  But we hope to learn something that will help 
other people someday. 
 
Sometimes we need to show your information to other people.  If you tell us that you have 
been abused, or if we think that you might be a danger to yourself or other people, we will 
tell someone who can help, like the school counselor or principal. 
 
When we are done with the study, we will write a report about what we found out.  We will 
not use your name in the report. 
 
You do not have to be in this study.  It is up to you.  If you want to be in the study, but 






If you want to be in this study, please sign your name. 
 
 
_____________________________________  ____________________________ 




I certify that this study and the procedures involved have been explained in terms the child 
can understand and that he/she has freely assented to participate in this study. 
 
____________________________________  _____________________________ 











Questions for Elementary Principals and Counselors 
 
1. Describe the social and emotional needs of an elementary-aged student. 
 
2. In your school, describe the ways you meet or attempt to meet these needs. 
 
a. What has been the effectiveness of that/those response(s)? 
 
3. Describe an ideal elementary school counseling program. 
 
4. NDCC 15.1-06-19 states:  “Beginning with the 2010-11 school year, each 
school district must have available one full-time equivalent counselor for 
every three hundred students in grades seven through twelve” 
a. What are your thoughts on this statute? 
b. How might it be amended to meet the needs of the elementary students 
in your school? 
 
5. Describe your perceptions of early social emotional learning and its impact 
on student achievement and development. 
a. Examples? 
 
6. Is there anything else you would like to add to this discussion? 
 
 
Questions for Elementary Parents 
 
1. Describe any experiences you have had with your student’s elementary 
school counselor. 
 
2. Describe your son/daughter as an elementary school student? What are some 
of his/her social emotional needs at age? 
 






4. Describe your student’s feelings towards school, learning, friends and 
anything that you believe may contribute to those feelings. 
 
5. NDCC 15.1-06-19 states:  “Beginning with the 2010-11 school year, each 
school district must have available one full-time equivalent counselor for 
every three hundred students in grades seven through twelve”   
a. What are your thoughts on this statute?  
b. How might it be amended to meet the needs of the elementary students 
in your school? 
 
6. Describe your perceptions of early social emotional learning and its impact 
on student achievement and development. 
 
 
Questions for Elementary Student Participants 
 
1. Who is your school counselor? 
 
2. What does your school counselor do in your school? 
 
3. What has your school counselor taught you and/or how has your school 
counselor helped you? 
 
4. How do you feel when you are at school? 
 
5. Describe your favorite part about elementary school.   
 







Phase 3: Parent Informational Letter 
Dear 6th Grade Parent/Guardian, 
I am a doctoral student in Educational Leadership at the University of North Dakota in 
Grand Forks, North Dakota.  I am writing my dissertation to examine elementary school 
counseling programs and perceptions of early social emotional learning in order to 
construct a recommendation for legislators who are reviewing the North Dakota Century 
Code, specifically Statute 15.1-06-19, at the legislative assembly in January of 2021. 
Part of my research plan is to collect written responses from 6th grade students to five 
reflective questions on the topic of their elementary school counseling program.  Next 
Monday or Tuesday, 6th grade students will be asked to complete the questionnaire.  I am 
working with 6th grade teachers to determine the least disruptive time possible to present 
the five questions. 
By allowing your child to be a part of this study, legislators, educators, researchers, and 
parents will gain an understanding of social emotional learning opportunities through a 
school counseling program in an elementary school.  This research has the potential to 
impact future statutes regarding school counseling programs and social emotional 
learning in the state. 
Individual names of students will not be collected or identified in this study.  The names 
of the school and district will also not be identified in this study.  It is completely 
anonymous.  This research project has been approved by Grand Forks Public Schools and 
UND’s IRB.  Once the project is complete, you will receive a copy of my research 
conclusions in an effort to make a contribution to your school district. 
If you would not like your child to participate in the survey, please email me: 
holly.a.larson@und.edu. 
 
If your student is currently a distance learner, please disregard this letter. 
Thank you in advance for your willingness to contribute to this important research for the 






Phase 3: Reflective Questions 
Q2: Describe who supported you in your elementary school experiences. 
Q3: Describe the role you remember your elementary school counselor having in your 
elementary school. 
Q4: Describe what you remember most about your elementary school counselor. 
Q5: Describe the most challenging part about elementary school. 
Q6: Describe how your elementary school experience and support people prepared you 
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